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Arriving
Royalty Series Book 4
 
Alexandria – or Alex, as she preferred to be called – would one day be the next Queen of the United Kingdom. She would also be the first out lesbian who would take that title. Born before her younger, more accomplished brother, she’d always wondered if her parents would have preferred he’d been born first so that it would be him up next and she could fall to next-in-line after his children and never rule. When she first met the best friend of the Queen of Kleinland, she was smitten. Meeting her again and again at various events and gatherings had Alex more than smitten and wishing the woman would give her the time of day.
Bexley Woods earned her Ph. D in speech pathology and was asked by her best friend, now Queen of Kleinland, to bring speech therapy to the small country after the events of the two recent wars. Bexley moved temporarily, with the intention of building a program, and found herself with the future Queen of England there to help. Both inconvenient and interesting, Bexley wasn’t sure why the Princess was there. But, in time, she realized that the woman she thought Alex was couldn’t be further from the truth.
Finding time together and figuring out their feelings was easy when they were both in the same place at the same time. But with a domineering mother in the picture, who wanted what was best for her Princess daughter, and the need for Bexley to go home to care for a sick grandparent, the reality of their situation came to light sooner than both women would have preferred.
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CHAPTER 1
Alex had had more fun at her last dentist appointment than she was having right now. The Duchess was beautiful. She was age-appropriate. She was also from the right social class, which was important to Alex’s mother, Queen Katherine, and she was an out lesbian, which was important to Alex. Teresa had been a Duchess by birth, not by marriage, which meant something to Alex’s mother. Alex knew she should be having a good time; she should be enamored by this accomplished woman, but she couldn’t stop thinking about Bexley Woods. Well, Dr. Bexley Woods. The last time Alex had seen Bexley had been at the birth of Alice and Nora’s twins six months ago. Bexley and Alex had both flown in right after the twins were brought home to the palace. Alex had only been able to stay for the day then, but it had been a memorable one for her.
◆◆◆
 
Bexley had worn a long boyfriend sweater that nearly matched her bright-blue eyes perfectly, and her dark-rimmed glasses only made those eyes pop more. Alex liked her in glasses. She also liked how Bexley took them off sometimes and held the tip of them against her lip whenever she was in deep concentration. The skinny jeans Bexley had worn left little to the imagination, and Alex had to keep reminding herself not to stare at the woman’s ass. She’d also worn those cute little white tennis shoes, and Alex had thought she looked perfectly casual. Then, one of the twins had spat up on that cute sweater.
“Your son just spat on me,” Bexley had said to Nora.
“He does that, apparently,” Nora had replied. “I’ve got those spit-up things here somewhere.”
Nora had looked around the infant beds that they’d moved into their own bedroom.
“I think Julia needs to be changed,” Alice had said, carrying her daughter into the room.
“So does Tor,” Bexley had said.
“Here,” Nora had handed her the towel.
Bexley had used it to wipe the baby spit-up off his cute little face and then what she could off her sweater.
“Here. I’ve got it,” Alex had offered her hand for the towel to help.
“I think he has baby poop face,” Bexley had said and passed Alex the baby instead.
“So, you’re giving him to me?” Alex replied, taking Tor from her and turning him to face her. “Damn, he does look like he’s pooping.”
“I’ve got him,” Nora had said, taking her son from Alex and moving him to the changing table.
Tor had been Nora’s father’s name. They’d named their son after him. Julia had been named after Alice’s mother, the previous Queen Consort of Kleinland, and both babies had a long list of middle names, just like every other royal baby. Alex had been born Princess Alexandria Henrietta Anne Marie. She didn’t much care for her father, King Henry IX, naming her after himself, but she couldn’t fault him too much; she’d been the only kid he thought he could get. Two years later, Lawrence Henry Charles Louis had surprised them all.
“Do you want kids?” Bexley had asked her then.
“Sorry, what?” Alex had asked, surprised by the question.
“You should just get that washed,” Alice had suggested as they watched Bexley try to wipe off the rest of the spit-up. “Throw it in our laundry. The pile grows by the minute,” she’d added, tossing Julia’s onesie onto a pile of dirty clothes in the corner of the room.
Nora had handed Alice the other baby and walked to the corner of the room, where the clothes had been tossed, and picked them all up. She’d disappeared into the closet and returned with no clothes.
“You do that a lot, don’t you?” Bexley had said, laughing.
“Do what?” Nora had asked, returning to Alice’s side.
“Pick up after her.”
“Hey!” Alice had turned to her and given her a playful scowl.
“Yes,” Nora had replied. “I’m career military. Alice is career slob.”
“Excuse me?” Alice had joked, turning to her wife. “You can have the baby diarrhea. I’ll change Julia.”
Nora had rolled her eyes and moved Tor over to her on the table.
“You have nannies, don’t you? Why are you two doing this?” Alex had asked.
“Because we want to be parents,” Alice had told her. “I want the whole experience. We didn’t exactly plan on two at once, but we can tag-team it. Right, babe?”
Nora had smiled at her. Then, her expression changed as she looked down and saw what her son had done in his nappy.
Alex had caught the smell fully then and said, “Okay. I think I’ll go out there and wait for them to be all cute again.”
“Wait for me,” Bexley had added, following her out.
Alex had felt the grip of Bexley’s hand on the back of her shirt as if she’d really been afraid Alex would leave her there with the smell of baby diarrhea wafting through the air. Alex had loved that. She’d even smiled for a second before quickly wiping that smile from her face when they’d gotten out of the room and she’d closed the door behind them.
“Oh, God. I’m sorry. I just almost pulled your shirt off,” Bexley had apologized.
“Pulled it off?” Alex had said in a higher pitch than she’d intended.
“Did I stretch it out? Is it ruined? I can pay for a new one. I don’t know; maybe I can’t, actually. Is it designer? Princesses wear designers, right?” Bexley had rambled, turning Alex around to look at the back of her shirt. “And I just spun you around… I still don’t know all the rules yet, and things are so confusing. Alice is a Queen. So is Nora now. You’re a Princess. I’m still getting used to calling you Alex.”
“It’s okay.” Alex had turned back around to face her. “And I am just Alex. Well, in here, I’m just Alex. If you call me that out there, it’s a whole big thing. There’s a trial, and you can be put in the tower.”
Bexley had glared at her and said, “You’re teasing me.”
“Of course, I am,” Alex had said and laughed. “The tower is for tourists now. We don’t torture people there anymore. Have you ever been?”
“To the Tower of London? I’ve never been to the UK. A layover once, I guess. You guys and your taxes… What’s up with that? I had to pay hundreds of dollars just to land there and take off again.”
“Welcome to the UK,” Alex had teased. “And you’ve really never been to London?”
“No, I’ve only been to the places Alice has taken me to since she got here, and I had a work conference in Cologne once. Those are my European experiences.”
“So far,” Alex had replied.
“What?”
“Okay. Tor is changed and has that perfect baby smell again,” Alice had said, sniffing her son’s head. “Seriously, I hope they never grow out of this.”
Nora had walked out as well then, with Julia tucked safely against her chest. She’d kissed her daughter’s head, and Alex had noticed how happy they’d both looked with their little family. They’d both wanted this, the marriage and the kids. Before meeting Nora, though, Alice had thought she’d marry a man. Alex remembered having a crush on Alice when they’d first met, but she’d caught on to Nora’s feelings for the Queen of Kleinland, and she’d also seen what was growing on Alice’s side of things. It had only been a matter of time before they ended up together. Now, here they were, and somehow, Alex was still alone. She’d been the first of her royal friend group to come out, the first to tell the world that she was a lesbian Princess. Back then, no one had known of Elizabeth in St. Rais yet, and they’d had no clue about Elin in Norway. Since then, though, both of them had married the loves of their lives, Alice had come into the picture, and she was now also happily married to the lieutenant colonel and national hero.
Alex had spent the next several minutes staring at Bexley, wondering if Bexley ever thought of her how she thought of Bexley. When Bexley had scratched behind her ear, Alex had thought about how she wanted to pull Bexley into her side and kiss the spot. She’d watched Nora place her free hand on Alice’s thigh when they sat down, each of them holding an infant, and her hand had nearly gone to Bexley’s thigh on its own before she’d pulled it back and pretended to scratch it for some reason.
“Alex, you okay?” Alice had asked her, seeing the motion.
“I’m fine. Why?”
“No reason,” Alice had said, winking at her.
◆◆◆
 
“I’ll be attending your polo match next week,” Teresa told her.
“Pardon?” Alex replied, sipping her after-dinner tea.
“I’d planned on attending before we met at the ball last week. I promise, I’m not stalking you, Your Royal Highness.”
Alex nodded and gave her a smile.
“I was hoping we might have a celebratory drink after your victory.”
“I haven’t won yet,” Alex said.
“I’m certain you will. You’re very talented with a mallet.”
Teresa took a drink of her after-dinner brandy and gave Alex a look that suggested that might have been an innuendo.
“Thank you,” Alex replied politely. “I’ll have to get back to you. I’m not in charge of my own schedule, as you know.”
“Of course,” Teresa replied. “And, obviously, I know you’re aware of my situation with my family.”
Alex gave her a short nod, hoping Teresa would fill in the blanks.
“My ex-wife and my children?”
“Oh, right,” Alex said.
“We share custody. She has them Monday through Thursday, and I get them Friday through Sunday most weeks. It’s new and complicated, but we’re working through it. I’ll have them for the match as I’d planned to bring them.”
“All right,” Alex said.
“Would that still be okay? They’d love to meet the Princess. I have a nanny who will take them home after, so we can go for our drink if your schedule permits.”
“Of course,” Alex told her, and Teresa’s smile widened before she took another drink.
Alex really should be having a better time. She’d known about Teresa’s ex-wife and their children. Teresa had been married for eleven years and had a nine-year-old boy and a seven-year-old girl. Alex couldn’t remember their names at the moment, and surprisingly, Teresa hadn’t brought them up all night until right now. Alex had suspected their entire night would be filled with talk of the woman’s ex, since the divorce had only been finalized nine months prior, or of her children. In retrospect, that might have been better than what she’d actually spent all night talking about. Teresa didn’t work. She didn’t have to as a Duchess, which Alex didn’t mind. Technically, she didn’t work, either, and neither would her future wife. Teresa ran events for various charities in her role as patron, and she’d spent much of their dinner talking about florists she loved and hated and the proper color palette for events based on the events themselves. For example, she’d never suggest beige for any event, and black and white were overplayed for their casino nights.
Alex had had enough of those events. She’d been attending them for as long as she could remember, and as the heir to the throne, she’d be attending them for the rest of her life. She didn’t really want a first-date discussion to be about the behind-the-scenes, but she hadn’t really presented her own topics for discussion, either, so this whole miserable attempt at a date, which had been her mother’s idea, had been all her fault.
When Alex returned to her house that night and crawled into bed, she wasn’t thinking about Teresa, the beautiful Duchess who was clearly interested in her. She was thinking about baby spit-up and the look on Bexley’s face when she’d realized it was all over her sweater. Alex was thinking about how she’d been so close to taking that towel and helping Bexley wipe it off.
“What is wrong with me?” she voiced into the silence with an exasperated sigh and rolled her eyes at herself.



CHAPTER 2
Bexley did love her job, but her recent promotion to oversee research for the Kansas Center for Speech Therapy meant that she had less time to spend with the kids she so enjoyed helping. Ever since she had earned her master’s degree, she loved helping kids who just wanted to be able to get their words out. She’d helped so many in her young career, and even though it hadn’t been necessary for her to get a job, Bexley had wanted to go for her Ph. D. She had always loved learning about her field and knew she could make even more of a difference if she earned her doctorate. It had taken a lot of work and a lot of time, but the doctorate had given her the opportunities she’d wanted. There were six centers in the entire state, and she was the clinical researcher they’d put in charge of all of them.
She had a team of six that she managed, but they really managed themselves, which meant she didn’t have to do too much of that. While they were a privately funded center, they did often require grants and government funding to help the people who couldn’t afford their services otherwise. In many ways, speech therapy was a forgotten field, but it had such a positive impact on someone’s life.
Bexley, herself, had fallen in love with the idea of being a speech therapist when she was young. She remembered being nine years old when she’d been sent to the nurse’s office because she’d been stung by a bee during recess. Although she wasn’t allergic, they’d still kept her in there for a bit just to make sure she wouldn’t have any kind of reaction. She’d also gotten one of those ice packs that had really been a frozen sponge inside a plastic bag to put on the spot. She’d sat there, bored and wishing she could go back to playing with her friends, when she’d overheard people talking in the room next to her. She’d stood up and, being a nosy nine-year-old, gone to the door that had been open just a little to eavesdrop. She had recognized one of the voices as her classmate’s. The other voice she hadn’t known but could tell it belonged to an adult. Bexley had listened as the boy tried to sound out words. When he’d stop and stutter for a second, the adult would coach him on what to do next. For whatever reason, Bexley had thought that was so cool. She’d known the boy had a stutter; she’d heard him whenever he was asked to read something in class. She’d also heard the other kids snickering at him when he couldn’t get through the paragraph.
In that moment, Bexley had decided she wouldn’t let the others make fun of him ever again. The next day in class, she’d moved to sit by the boy during reading time. The teacher had gone around the room, asking each kid to read one paragraph in turn. When the time had come for the boy to read, Bexley had heard another boy begin to laugh. She’d turned to him and given her best glare. He’d stopped. The boy sitting next to her had started to read the first sentence, and Bexley had continued to give looks to every kid that had laughed or made a comment.
Later during recess, she’d found the boy, and they’d talked a bit. He’d quickly become her best friend after that, and now, Bexley was looking at a picture of him standing next to Alice and her outside of his very own bar. Stan had managed to lose the stutter a long time ago, and having watched that happen, Bexley had known what she wanted to do. As she smiled at the picture of her two best friends in the world, wishing she didn’t have as much paperwork in this job as she did, her phone rang. She glanced at the readout and saw Holly’s name on the screen. That was a surprise. She hadn’t spoken to her ex-girlfriend in months. She was pretty sure Holly hadn’t left anything at her place, and she knew she’d gotten all of her stuff back. Also, why didn’t Holly just text? Who actually called their ex-girlfriend after all this time?
“Hello?” Bexley said.
“Bex?”
“Yeah, hey.”
“Hey,” Holly greeted in that sweet southern drawl that had pulled Bexley into her orbit to begin with.
“Is everything okay?” Bexley asked.
“Yeah. It’s just good to hear your voice.”
“Yeah, yours too,” Bexley agreed because it was good to hear her voice.
Prior to this day, the last time she heard it had been when Holly had left that morning. They’d fallen in love quickly, and Bexley had thought she might have found the one. They’d even talked about moving in together for a while, but neither of them had actually made the move to do anything about it. That probably should’ve been telling, but it hadn’t been to Bexley. One night, Holly had come over, and they’d sat on the sofa, watching a movie. Bexley couldn’t remember how the conversation had started, but somehow, by the end of that night, they’d broken up. They wanted different things. Their communication wasn’t great. The sex was, but neither of them wanted to stay in the relationship just for that. Oddly enough, they’d also ended up having sex that night. It had been their last time. Holly had slept over, and the next morning, Bexley had watched her go with a box of her things and a lot of questions as to how it had happened.
“Are you at work?” Holly asked.
“Yeah, about to go into a meeting,” she lied.
“Oh, I’m sorry about calling during the workday. I just had a few minutes, and I was thinking about you.”
“You were?” Bexley leaned back in her chair at that.
“Yeah. Do you maybe want to get together for a drink tonight?”
“Tonight?”
“If you’re free. If not, we can do it some other time,” Holly said.
“I won’t get out of here until after six,” Bexley replied.
Then, she squinted her eyes together, wondering why she’d said that at all.
“That’s okay. I’m out of here around the same time tonight.”
“I can meet you at Stan’s place if you–”
“Can we go somewhere else? I love Stan, but he can be a bit much. And if he sees us together–”
“He won’t leave us alone,” Bexley finished for her. “Sure. Where do you want to go?”
“We could go to Royals,” Holly suggested.
Bexley smiled. Royals was a sports bar named after the Kansas City team. She didn’t go there often since she usually got hit on by a bunch of drunk guys, but during the season, she’d go for at least a few games just to soak up the atmosphere of people supporting their team in the same space.
“Sure. Seven?”
“I’ll be there,” Holly said.
◆◆◆
 
“She wants to get back together?” Alice asked her.
“Who’s crying?” Bexley checked, smiling into the phone.
“That would be your nephew,” Alice replied. “Although, I’m sure your niece is right behind him. They do everything together, after all.”
It was still a little strange to Bexley that Alice called the twins her niece and nephew. For most of Bexley’s adult life, she had wanted to be the other mother of Alice’s babies. Well, she didn’t care who had them. In some of her fantasies, she had one, and Alice had the other. In others, she had both. In different ones, Alice had them all. Then, there were the other kinds of fantasies altogether where there were no children; it was just the two of them. Bexley needed to not recall those fantasies anymore. Alice was married and a mother to Nora’s kids.
Bexley had long ago left the feelings for Alice behind, but that couldn’t stop the old fantasies from entering her mind, and it had been a long time since she had sex. It had been since Holly, actually, so that must have been why she was thinking about her head between her best friend’s legs right now.
“Fuck,” she muttered to herself.
“What? Is it bothering you? I’m doing the whole move thing where you bounce them a little, but it’s not working. I really thought they’d sleep more than they actually do. I feel like I was lied to.”
Bexley laughed and said, “No, I love those babies. They can cry as much as they want.”
“Hey, you don’t live with them.” Alice chuckled. “So, Holly?”
“We met at Royals. She got there first, so she ordered me a drink, and we spent a few minutes just catching up.” Bexley removed her pants and stuffed them into the laundry basket in her closet. “Then, she tells me she misses me. She had a short relationship with someone she went to vet school with after we broke up, but it ended a couple of months ago. She told me she kept comparing her to me. Finally, she just decided to call me to see if I’d be willing to give her another chance.”
“Didn’t you guys just kind of fizzle out?”
“Not exactly. We never fizzled in one particular area.”
“That good?” Alice asked.
“Oh, yeah; best I’ve ever had,” Bexley replied, recalling those memories instead of her fantasies about Alice.
“Really?”
“Definitely. I assume Nora is that for you?”
“Oh, my God, Bex – you have no idea,” Alice whispered.
“Why are you whispering? Is she there?”
“No, she’s sleeping right now. It’s my shift. She’s on in a few hours.” Alice paused. “And I’m whispering about sex in front of my children, Bex.”
“They’re infants.” Bexley laughed.
“They’re my kids. I’m not going to talk about my sex life with their mother when they’re within earshot, Bex.”
“But if you were going to…”
“It hasn’t been as frequent since we’re both so tired, but when it does happen, it’s usually fast and hot because we never know when one of the kids will start wailing or need to be changed. If we have bonus time, we take it slow. And Bex, this might be too much information for you, but there was a night last week when she made me come four times in an hour. We took a break, and then I came two more times before the sun came up. Do you know what the best part is, though?”
“All the orgasms?”
“No,” Alice said, laughing lightly. “It’s that I was worried about how that part of our life would change after the babies. I don’t mean the frequency part; we both knew that would be different for a while. I had twins, Bex – my body isn’t the same as it was when Nora and I first met. We didn’t have all that long before we got married, and then I got pregnant. I was worried she wouldn’t want me in the same way, but she does. Not only that, but it’s like she also wants me more now.”
“You gave her her children, Al.”
“I know she loves me. I wasn’t sure she’d still want me how she used to, but she does, Bex. It’s just so different with her, and I’m so lucky to have found her.”
“Yeah,” Bexley said.
“Do you feel that way about Holly?”
“What way?”
“That it’s different with her.”
“I did,” Bexley said. “When we first met.”
“But it went away?”
“I don’t know. It was weird, how it ended with us. Things were fine. But I guess that was the point: they were just fine. Then, she said she wasn’t sure if she wanted kids, after all, and brought up that she might even want to move out of Kansas one day. It kind of came out of nowhere.”
“You don’t see yourself moving out of Kansas?”
“I don’t know. I guess I could if the right opportunity came along work-wise. My grandma is here, though, Al, and she’s not getting any younger. She’s thinking about going into an assisted living facility because she doesn’t want to be a burden on me, and there’s no one else. I can’t see myself leaving her here on her own. It was more about how Holly said it all. She’d clearly put a lot of thought into it, and it was just better for us to end things now instead of dealing with more heartbreak later.”
“So, are you going to get back together now?”
“I don’t know. I told her I wanted to think about it. She caught me off guard. She understood, though, and I told her I’d call her soon.”
“Bex, I love you. I want you to be happy. And if Holly does that for you, I’d say give it another shot. If not, though, you have things you want for yourself, too. It’s not just about what Holly wants. You want to get married and have kids. Those things have always been important to you. If she’s not the one you see the things you want with, you might want to just call it.”
Bexley thought about it for a second. Then, she heard the baby on the other end of the phone. He wasn’t crying. It was more like he gurgled. Bexley smiled at the sound, knowing that Alice was right: she had always wanted what Alice had now. Well, not the whole being-Queen-of-a-country thing, but she wanted her own baby to gurgle in her arms and a wife to split shifts with.
“What are you doing up?” Alice asked not into the phone.
Bexley heard a voice she guessed was Nora’s, but she couldn’t make out what was said.
“You’re supposed to be sleeping for a few hours,” Alice added, and Bexley heard Nora’s response this time.
“I’m fine. I can take him if you want.”
“Say hi to Bex, babe.”
“Hi, Bexley,” Nora addressed her.
“Hey, Nora,” Bexley said back.
“My wife woke early. I’m going to see if I can get Tor down with his sister, who’s now out like a light, and take advantage of the situation, if you know what I mean.”
Bexley laughed, and they disconnected.



CHAPTER 3
“We need to talk,” Alice stated.
“What about, Your Majesty?” Alex teased.
“Bexley.”
Alex nearly choked on her tea.
“What about her?”
“So, I’m right?”
“About what, Alice? I’m not certain you’ve said a complete sentence yet.”
“Bexley.”
“Is she okay?” Alex checked, sitting forward in her desk chair.
“She’s fine. And you’re still in love with her, aren’t you?”
“I’ve never told you I was in–”
“Okay. Fine. You still have feelings for her.”
“Yes, but why are–”
“Alex, she’s thinking about getting back together with her ex-girlfriend,” Alice told her.
Alex bit her bottom lip.
“Are you still there?” Alice asked after a while when Alex didn’t say anything into the phone.
“I’m here,” Alex said.
“Holly reached out to her and suggested they get back together. Bexley told her she’d think about it.”
“What exactly am I supposed to do with this information, Alice?”
“Alex, why haven’t you talked to Bexley about how you feel?”
“She doesn’t feel the same way about me.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Has she said something to you that I don’t know about?” Alex asked, picking up a pen off of the stack of papers on her desk requiring her signature.
“No, but that doesn’t mean she wouldn’t be interested.”
“You’re her best friend. She’d tell you if she were interested in me, Alice.”
“You’re a Princess, Alex. You’re also the heir to the throne of the most powerful and well-known monarchy in the world. I really don’t think she’d tell me if she liked you – at least, not unless she knew the feelings were reciprocal.”
“Well, it doesn’t matter anyway. She’s getting back together with her ex.”
“She said she’s thinking about it. They’re not back together yet. Alex, I’m just saying that if you really like Bex, now is the time to tell her. You might be losing your chance.”
“She’s in Kansas, Alice.”
“She’s coming to Kleinland, Princess.”
Alex leaned forward and asked, “When?”
“She’ll be here for three months. She’s taking a sabbatical off work to come to Kleinland to help us start centers like what she runs there. Kleinland doesn’t have anything set up for speech therapy, and she said she needed a break from the administration of her current job, so I suggested she come here for a bit and help us get something going. I have an office building in the city ready for her to move in. Well, it will be. It’s still a mess, but Bex said she wanted to set the thing up herself to make sure it had what she needed.”
“She’ll be there, but I’m still here,” Alex reminded.
“As if you’ve never hopped on a plane and taken the quick flight to get here,” Alice remarked.
“Not for three months.”
“I didn’t say you had to be here for three months. I said she would be here for three months.”
“Why are you being so annoying about this?”
“Because Nora told me what you did.”
“What I did?”
“The night of the coronation, after she kissed me and shocked the hell out of me, she went down to the basement of the palace and ran into you. You told her not to be stupid and to tell me how she feels.”
“Oh, I forgot about that,” Alex said, remembering the night well now.
“I don’t know if Bexley is your person like Nora is mine, but if she is, I just don’t want either of you to miss out. If she’s not, she’ll go back to Kansas in a few months, and you’ll see her once or twice a year, if that.”
“I get it,” Alex said. “I suppose I could figure out a reason to get over there.”
“That’s the easy part, Alex. What are you going to do when you get here?”
◆◆◆
 
“Congratulations on your match, Your Royal Highness,” the little boy said as he bowed to her.
“Thank you, Spencer,” she replied, smiling at the nine-year-old dressed in a suit for a polo match.
“Congratulations on your match, Your Highness,” the little girl added with a curtsy.
“Your Royal Highness,” Teresa corrected her daughter.
“My apologies,” the little girl said.
Alex knelt down in front of her and said, “You can call me Alex. How about that?”
Kristina looked up at her mother, who shook her head, and Alex rolled her eyes internally before standing back up.
“The nanny is here to take them back home. They just wanted to meet you and congratulate you on your win.”
Alex smiled down at both of the kids. They were adorable. They were also very clearly children of the upper-class and well-behaved, even if not by choice.
“It was lovely to meet you both,” Alex said to them.
The nanny was waiting, and Teresa took the kids over to her while Alex went to change into clothing more appropriate for drinks with a woman. She showered and ran a brush through the long brown hair her mother insisted she keep, despite Alex wanting to cut most of it off and go with a much shorter look. She also preferred to wear pants to dresses when she could get away with it. For drinks at her place, she could dress casually and throw on a pair of jeans and a white Henley. She and Teresa couldn’t ride to her place together since people would see them leave together as well, causing the rumors to start, so Teresa took her own car and waited ten minutes after Alex left before leaving the match herself. Then, she’d parked far enough away and walked through the back garden.
“Hello,” Alex said.
“Your Royal Highness,” Teresa spoke when Alex opened the door to her.
“You can come in,” Alex invited, moving out of her way.
“Thank you.” Teresa smiled. “Though, I don’t believe I’m supposed to walk ahead of you.”
“So, you plan on me coming out there and then walking back in before you?”
“I suppose that’s silly,” Teresa acknowledged.
“I have red, white, and the hard stuff. What would you prefer?” Alex asked.
Teresa then finally came into the house, and Alex closed the door behind her.
“No staff here?” Teresa asked when she waited for Alex to join her, and they walked into the parlor.
“Not unless I have to,” Alex replied. “I prefer my privacy. Security is everywhere, but they’ve learned to stay out of my way if they can. I won’t lie, though: someone comes in and tidies the place once a day, but she usually waits until I’m gone. I’m not even sure I’ve seen her in more than a year, actually. She’s great at her job.”
“What are you having?” Teresa asked.
“A glass of red,” Alex replied before adding, “And I did ask for some food for us tonight. I’m not much of a cook. They put some trays in the refrigerator for me. There’s fruit, cheese, and things like that.”
“I’d say I’m having wine myself, then,” Teresa said.
Alex readied everything, and they sat side by side on the small sofa that overlooked the fireplace. There wasn’t a fire in it, but Alex was too tired to start one herself, and Teresa didn’t look like the kind of woman who would get her hands dirty with the firewood pile outside.
“So, your kids seem great,” Alex spoke after a few minutes of silence.
“Yes, they’re wonderful. Spencer is top of his class, and Kristina is an amazing little ballerina.”
“Is she not great in class, too?”
“No, she is.” Teresa looked a little confused. “I believe she’s second in her year right now. Why?”
“You just mentioned Spencer is top of his class but said your daughter is a great ballerina,” Alex noted.
“Ah, I suppose I did,” Teresa replied and sipped her wine.
Alex nodded and took a drink of her own.
“So, did you enjoy the match?” she asked after a long moment.
“I did, yes.” Teresa smiled at her. “I’ve never been much of an athlete myself. I don’t know how you stay on those horses and manage to hit the ball with those mallets.”
Alex gave her a little laugh and said, “It’s not easy. It takes a lot of core strength.”
“I’d wager that’s true,” Teresa noted. “You have that, do you? A lot of core strength?”
And there it was: the tone Alex was used to, indicating women were interested in more than just conversation with her. Teresa’s eyes also gave away her meaning as they roamed Alex’s body.
“Well, I have to in order to play well.”
“So, you exercise regularly?” Teresa asked.
“Not as regularly as you might think,” Alex said, taking another drink of her wine.
“Would you be opposed to it tonight?”
‘Well, that was brazen.’ Alex’s eyebrows lifted.
“I’m not sure we’re both on the same page,” she said.
“We’re not?” Teresa asked, leaning toward Alex a bit. “Do you not want to?”
“It’s our second date, Teresa.”
“I see; you’re more traditional,” the woman replied, leaning back.
“I don’t have much of an option. I need to be careful. You understand.”
“So, you’re traditional by force, not by choice?”
“It’s a little of both, I suppose,” Alex said.
“Well, I don’t mind waiting.” Teresa winked at her.
An hour later, Alex made an excuse that she was tired, gave Teresa a quick kiss on the cheek, and saw her out. She was tired – the match had been long and hard-fought. But Alex also wasn’t in the mood for entertaining. Teresa was nice, and, under different circumstances, Alex wouldn’t have minded taking her to bed, but she couldn’t stop thinking about Alice’s phone call. Bexley had been single for months now. Alex hadn’t thought much about the fact that one day, she wouldn’t be. They were worlds apart, the two of them. As a result, Alex hadn’t ever had any actual hope that they’d end up together in the end. She hadn’t allowed herself that. But now, her heart was racing as she closed the door behind her date, and it wasn’t racing because of Teresa. It was racing because Bexley would be in Kleinland for three months.
Alice was right: the flight between their countries was a short one, and Alex could come up with any number of excuses to spend some time in Kleinland. It was even easier now that Alice was married to Nora, and they had their children. Those initial rumors about Alice and Alex had long ago died down, and no one seemed to care that they were friends these days.
But Alice was right about the other thing, too. The easy part was Alex flying to Kleinland. The hard part would be telling Bexley how she felt – or, at least, asking her out on a date. One date. It was all Alex wanted. One chance. Maybe one handhold. Possibly one really long, perfect kiss at the end of the night. Alex smiled at the thought of having those moments with Bexley. Then, she went into her bedroom, pulled out her phone, and reviewed her schedule.



CHAPTER 4
“Hey, I wasn’t expecting you to call,” Bexley spoke into the phone.
“I know you said you’d call me, but I just found out my last patient of the day canceled, the surgery I had scheduled for tomorrow morning isn’t happening, and I’m actually caught up on paperwork, so… I don’t know what to do with myself. I was thinking about stopping at Cups & Cakes to pick up a few of your favorites. I can grab that white wine you like at the store next door and come by your place around seven if you can grab something for dinner,” Holly rambled.
Bexley hadn’t texted or called Holly back yet. She’d been meaning to, but things had gotten busier with work now that she was leaving for a while. She was really excited about spending so much time in Kleinland. For one, she’d be staying at a palace. Also, one of her best friends would be there. And, of course, the babies would only be this little for so long, so she wanted to spend more time with them.
On top of that, she was possibly most excited about getting her hands dirty again and helping to educate the next generation of speech pathologists. This was such a unique opportunity, and there was no way she’d be passing it up. The center had given her the sabbatical when she’d requested, mainly because they’d worked so hard to get her into the role, and Bexley was lucky. She had a little clout now and could get away with stuff like this. She knew she needed to tell Holly that she’d be gone for a few months, but she still hadn’t figured out how to address it.
If she told Holly that she was leaving and that they could pick up the conversation about them getting back together when she got back, Holly could take that the wrong way – like Bexley didn’t like her enough to try to do long-distance while she was gone. On the other hand, if Bexley told the woman that she didn’t think they should get back together, that would be the end of it, and she still wasn’t sure if she wanted that, either.
“I can grab burgers,” she finally replied to Holly.
“Burgers and cupcakes? That is such a good idea. I’ll buy the cheap wine,” Holly offered.
Bexley laughed lightly and said, “I have beer.”
“You know I don’t like the beer you drink. I’ll buy some real beer for myself,” Holly teased.
“What? I like light beer,” Bexley defended herself playfully.
“Yeah, I know. If we’re eating all those calories tonight, we might as well drink some, too. Want to go crazy with me tonight, Bex?”
Bexley recalled all the fun they used to have together, and she missed that – she missed Holly when she was like this.
“Let’s play it by ear,” she said cautiously.
“I’ll be there around seven, okay?”
“See you then.”
◆◆◆
 
“So, you’ve got strawberry and vanilla, and I’ve got coffee and salted caramel,” Holly told her.
“There are six cupcakes here, Holls,” Bexley pointed out.
“The other two are lemon and cotton candy. I took a chance.” Holly shrugged.
“Those are all yours,” Bexley replied.
“Did they give you extra special sauce?” Holly asked, pointing at the burgers in their plastic containers.
“I remembered to ask.”
“The fries are better with it,” Holly noted.
“I know,” Bexley said.
As they sat on her sofa, eating burgers, drinking beer, and talking about their days – just like they used to when they were together – there was a comfortable familiarity to the whole thing. That made Bexley just miss being in a relationship, but she also always liked nights like this with Holly.
When they finished eating, Holly grabbed their cupcakes and brought the strawberry one over to Bexley.
“Thank you,” Bexley said, taking it from her and peeling back the wrapper. “I haven’t had one of these in forever.”
“Try this one, too,” Holly suggested. “I know you’re not a fan of salted caramel, but you’ve never had their version of it. I swear, it’s the best,” she added.
Then, Holly scooped a little of the frosting off the top with her finger and held it out in the space between them. Bexley swallowed. Then, she licked her lips and, without much thought, leaned forward and sucked the frosting along with Holly’s finger into her mouth. Holly’s eyes darkened in response as Bexley let the finger slip out of her mouth.
“More?” Holly asked in a softer tone than she’d just used.
Bexley nodded before she could stop herself. Holly took a bit more of the frosting, but this time, she placed it on her bottom lip, which she knew Bexley always loved sucking on. Bexley leaned in and licked the sweet frosting she didn’t really care for off Holly’s lip. When she then sucked the bottom lip into her mouth, Holly took the cupcake Bexley had been holding and somehow managed to put both of their desserts on the coffee table. Seconds later, she was in Bexley’s lap, straddling her hips while they kissed, and it was hot. Then again, it had always been hot between them – that had never been the issue.
“Holly, wait,” Bexley said, coming to her senses and pulling out of the kiss.
“What?”
“We can’t do this.”
“We are doing this, Bex.”
“Holls, this is the part we’ve always been good at, but we can’t just go back to that and hope for the best with everything else.”
“So, you don’t want to sleep with me tonight?”
“I just think we shouldn’t,” Bexley replied.
Holly hopped off of her and said, “Okay. Well, I guess I can understand where you’re coming from. I just thought we were talking about getting back together here.”
“We are. But that doesn’t mean we should just jump right back into things. We broke up for a reason, Holly.”
“Do you even remember why?”
“What do you mean?”
“I can’t remember why, Bex,” Holly told her, turning to Bexley on the sofa. “We were just sitting there, and it was over somehow.”
“I know,” Bexley said.
“But I don’t really understand what happened,” Holly admitted.
“We wanted different things,” Bexley recalled.
“So, we just broke up? We didn’t even really talk about it. It was just that you wanted this, and I thought I wanted that, so that was the end.”
“Holly, I don’t know what to say here. We ended things together. It wasn’t like I broke up with you, and you were blindsided by the whole thing.”
“No, I know. I’m not blaming you, Bex. I’m not mad. I just kissed you, though… I remember what that’s like, and I really missed it. I missed sitting here having dinner with you and just talking.”
“I missed that, too,” Bexley admitted.
“So, what do we do? Where do we go from here?” Holly asked.
Bexley realized that now was probably the best chance she had.
“Look, I’m leaving soon for a few months.”
“Leaving?”
“I’m going to Kleinland to visit Alice, and I’m staying to help set up some speech pathology infrastructure there.”
“And you’ll be gone for a few months?”
“Yes. I was going to tell you. I just couldn’t really figure out how because of our situation, but–”
“You’re leaving,” Holly finished for her.
“Yeah.”
“So, what does that mean for us?”
“I think it means we shouldn’t start anything before I go, Holls.”
“And you have to go? You can’t postpone until we figure this out?”
“No,” Bexley replied. “Things were already set in motion before you called me,” she explained.
Holly nodded and asked, “So, what do we do? Just pick things back up when you get home?”
“I don’t know. I guess that depends on where you’re at and where I’m at when I get back.”
“Bex, I want to be with you, but I don’t think I can make any promises.”
“I know.” Bexley nodded. “I can’t, either. Why don’t we just try to keep each other posted on where we’re at and take the time to think things over?”
“I don’t really like that idea, but I don’t have much of a choice,” Holly replied as she sighed. “So, I should go, then. I’ve only had half a beer. I stupidly thought I’d be staying the night, but since that’s not happening, I need to be able to drive home.”
“Holls, I–”
“It’s bad timing,” Holly interrupted, standing up. “I don’t know, Bex… We were good together. And I think we can be again, but I don’t think we should start off trying this again with you in another country. So, I’m going to go home, eat, like, four of these cupcakes, and hope you call me soon.”
◆◆◆
 
“And she just left?” Stan asked.
“She took the cupcakes with her. Well, she left the strawberry one I’d already opened.”
“Bex, you guys broke up. Why are you even bothering with this ‘let’s see where things land’ crap?” he asked, placing the mojito Bexley had ordered in front of her.
“I don’t know. It’s hard to explain. I did miss her.”
“Missing someone doesn’t mean it’s going to work if you try again,” Stan replied as he walked around the bar and sat on a stool next to her. “You ended things for a reason. If the reason hasn’t changed – even if you still love her – it doesn’t mean your relationship is meant to last.”
“What am I supposed to do, then?” Bexley asked him, taking a drink.
“My suggestion? Go to Kleinland, see our best friend and her tiny screaming children – who I love and adore, obviously – and do your work thing. If you feel up to talking to Holly, do that. If not, don’t force it. And when you come home, you’ll know if you think it’s worth starting over.”
“I don’t even know now,” Bexley said.
“Take the time and the distance. If you hardly think of Holly and don’t feel the pang in that heart you wear on your sleeve, I’d say leave it, Bex. She’s not the one for you.”
“What if I’m wrong? I was wrong about Al. She’s married with two kids, and I’m just the best friend who was in love with her forever.”
“Alice is not the one for you, Bex. I tried to tell you that. The right one is out there, and you will find her, I promise. If it’s Holly, you’ll figure it out. If not, you’ll meet her when you’re supposed to.”
“You really believe that?”
“Yes, because I love you and you’re my best friend. I know you will be in love and happy with your soulmate one day. I can’t wait to stand beside you at your wedding when that time comes. But I will be picking out my own suit, Bexley. Don’t try to put me in some kind of khaki pants and plaid bow tie combo thing.”
Bexley laughed and took another drink.



CHAPTER 5
“How are things going with Teresa?” her mother asked, keeping that well-rehearsed fake smile on her face as she continued to look around the room while she talked to her only daughter.
“Fine,” Alex said.
“Just fine? You’ve been on a few dates, Alexandria.”
“We’ve been on two dates,” Alex corrected.
“And?”
“And it was fine.”
“When are you seeing her again?”
“I don’t know. We left it open.”
Her mother looked over and gave her the expression Alex was all too used to.
“Open? Alexandria, you’re not in your early twenties anymore. You’re practically in your mid-thirties. You don’t leave things open with someone when you’re in your mid-thirties.”
“Things are complicated. She has kids. It’s not like it’s easy for–”
“Oh, don’t blame the children. I know Teresa has two full-time nannies and that her ex-wife has shared custody. If things aren’t happening for the two of you, it’s more likely that it’s your fault.”
“Your Majesty,” one of the invited guests said, bowing to the Queen. “Your Royal Highness,” he added to Alex. “You both look more beautiful every time I see you.”
“Thank you, Bennett. We’re always so happy when you can join us at these events,” her mother replied with that same smile.
Bennett understood that that was the end of the conversation and walked off after another quick bow.
“Alexandria, you are the heir to this throne. One day, Bennett will be referring to you as Your Majesty. And if I’m still around, I’ll be the Queen Mother. You’ve known your role in all this your entire life.”
“I still do,” Alex said, wishing she could leave the event but knowing she couldn’t.
“You know your father and I are rather progressive. We understand there’s no changing your preference. And we even support you marrying someone who’s divorced, if you have to, but we can’t not have you get married at all.”
Alex’s ‘preference’ was how her mother referred to her being a lesbian. Alex didn’t view it as a preference at all – it was all she’d ever known. She liked women, and she had never been attracted to men. It wasn’t a preference for one or the other. There was no ‘other’ for Alex. She’d known forever that she was gay. By the time she was twelve and at the private school reserved for the wealthy, she had her first real crush on a classmate, and it wasn’t a boy. She’d gotten caught kissing that girl in her bedroom. For the other girl, it had been a practice kiss, so Alex had lied to her parents and said that it had been the same thing for her. Two years later, Alex had met another girl, and it hadn’t been a practice kiss for that girl – she’d liked Alex the same way Alex had liked her. They’d managed to keep things a secret for a bit, but it had gotten out, so she’d finally told her parents that she liked girls, not boys.
They hadn’t taken it well and had forced them apart. The other girl had moved away after that. Alex had gone on a few dates with boys that her mother had set up for her, but by the time she was eighteen, she’d had enough. She’d never gone on more than three or four dates with any boy and hadn’t even kissed one. Before she’d gone away to university, she told her parents that the farce was over. They had two options, in her opinion. They could make up a reason why she shouldn’t inherit after her father passed and let her younger brother take the throne. She’d be the spare then, and no one would really care if she ended up with a woman. The other option was that she would come out to the country and the world as a lesbian and become the first openly gay Queen of her country. There would be no in-between.
It had been the hardest conversation of her life. Her heart had raced so much, she’d worried she was having a heart attack. Her parents had requested time alone to discuss, and she’d given it to them. Alex had spent time with her brother, Lawrence, while they’d spoken. She tried to prepare him for the fact that he might end up being King after all.
After several hours where Alex worried they’d take neither option and would, instead, ask her to leave the palace and the family, they came into her room, where she was with Lawrence, and told her that she’d be allowed to come out of the closet, but they wanted to do it the right way.
That right way meant consulting just about every person in the UK about how this would work. It also wasn’t just about the coming out part but about what would happen afterward. She was the future Queen of the United Kingdom. Her official title would be longer. She’d become Alexandria, by the Grace of God, of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and of Her other Realms and Territories Queen, Head of the Commonwealth, Defender of the Faith’, with the style of ‘Majesty.’ Of course, the official title could change, as it had before. She might also change her name when she became Queen, as some monarchs did, but she doubted it. Alexandria was fine with her.
People they consulted were concerned about her marrying a woman and still being called the Defender of the Faith’. Others were wondering about the line of succession. What would happen if Alex didn’t have children? What if she didn’t have them herself? What if she had them herself, but it was the other woman’s egg? Those were the actual conversations she had to be part of when she was eighteen and on her way to university, and Alex hadn’t even been thinking about kids. She’d been thinking about going to school and learning more about herself and what she wanted, even though it hadn’t mattered much: she knew she’d never have a job. She’d be the first female heir to the throne in truly modern times, where women commonly went to university and started working. She’d also been the first where they could serve in the infantry, so she’d followed where her male predecessors had been before her.
While her parents had accepted that this was who she was, that did not pertain to the fact that Alex was still without a wife and, therefore, children to carry on the line, which was her duty just as much as being the future Queen. Her mother had switched from setting her up with boys to trying to find a woman Alex would want to be with for more than a few dates. It hadn’t been easy, but her mother was the determined type.
“I know. I understand that I need to find someone. It’s not as if I haven’t been trying,” Alex told her mother.
“You could have brought Teresa to this event. She’s standing over there on her own. Have you even said hello to her since she arrived?”
Alex looked over at Teresa, who seemed to be in her element, talking and laughing with someone while she held a glass of wine.
“I said hello when she got here, yes,” Alex lied.
“Did you give her an explanation as to why you’re here alone and she’s here alone?”
“We’re not official. If I invite her to an event, that would make things official.”
“What would be so wrong with that?” her mother asked.
“I don’t know if it’s there with Teresa.”
“You never think it’s there, Alexandria. You go through women at an alarming rate. That’s already asking a lot from the people of the United Kingdom. You cannot keep asking them to deal with woman after woman in the tabloids.”
“She has two kids.”
“The older you get, the more likely it’s going to be that you end up with a woman who’s already been married and who might have children of her own, unless you bring home a twenty-two-year-old girl. And I stress girl, Alexandria. You are a woman. Do not bring some influencer-type into this family.”
“What?” Alex asked, laughing at her mother.
“You know what I mean. Teresa has children, but you two can still have some of your own.”
“She doesn’t want to have any more kids.”
“Then, you have them.”
“No, I don’t mean physically. She doesn’t want to have them physically, either, but she doesn’t want more. She has two, and that’s all she wants. We talked about it when she came over for drinks.”
“Well, I’ve been told how persuasive you can be, my darling daughter.” Her mother lifted an assuming eyebrow at her. “I’m sure you could tell her that this is part of the job.”
“It’s my job, not hers.”
“No, Alexandria. This would be her job. She’d be your Consort. Her job is to provide you with children. If she wants to be Queen Consort, she’d have to understand and agree to that. She wouldn’t have to be that involved. You’d have nannies.”
“That involved?” Alex asked.
“Don’t pretend you don’t understand what I’m talking about.”
“I don’t plan on forcing my future wife to have my children,” Alex replied.
“Ideally, no,” her mother said.
“No, it’s not ideally or not ideally – I won’t do it. I want to be with someone who wants what I want. I want children, and I want her to want children, too. I’ll have them if I have to, but I’d prefer she have them. I’ve never–”
“Your Majesty,” Teresa said as she approached them both. “Wonderful event as always, Ma’am,” she added before looking over at Alex. “Your Royal Highness, I didn’t mean to interrupt, but I wanted to say hello.”
“Hello?” the Queen asked her daughter, figuring out that Alex had lied.
“Yes, Ma’am,” Teresa said.
“Hello, Teresa. You look great.”
“Thank you, Ma’am,” she replied with a smile.
“I will leave you two to talk. I need to rejoin your father. It was lovely to see you, Teresa.”
“Thank you, Ma’am. You as well.”
Then, Alex was left standing in front of Teresa in a room full of people.
“So… I see you didn’t bring anyone.”
“No, I didn’t,” Alex said.
“And I shouldn’t take offense to the fact that you didn’t ask me?”
“No, you shouldn’t,” Alex replied. “I’m sparing you from the rumors and speculation.”
“What if I don’t mind?” Teresa countered.
“You’ve never been through it. Trust me; you’d mind,” Alex said.
“I’ll have to take your word for it, I suppose. I was hoping I could pop over here and ask you when I’d get to see you again.”
“I’m not quite sure,” Alex replied. “But I promise to let you know. Things are a bit busy right now.”
Teresa nodded before asking, “And I shouldn’t take offense to that?”
“I might be going to Kleinland for a bit,” Alex stated simply. “I haven’t officially decided on when. I’m still working on arranging it, with everything else I have scheduled here.”
“How long is a bit?”
“I don’t know yet. I spend a lot of time there. One of my closest friends is–”
“Queen Alice. Yes, I know,” Teresa interrupted. “I remember those rumors about you two.”
“All rumors. We’ve always just been friends. Her babies are basically like my niece and nephew, so I want to spend time with them as well.”
“Very well,” Teresa replied. “I will wait for your call, then.” When Alex only nodded in response, Teresa added, “Your Royal Highness,” before she walked off.
Alex wasn’t sure what she was doing. Her mother was partially right: she was too old to still be dating around in her position. The country expected her to marry and have children, but Alex also wanted those things for herself, and she was starting to worry they might never happen. Of course, she could settle, as so many before her had done, but the thought of marrying someone she wasn’t in love with broke her heart. She couldn’t see herself sleeping with someone outside of her marriage – like, again, so many others had done before her – and if she wasn’t in love with the woman she married, she wouldn’t have the desire to sleep with her much, either. If that became her situation, she might be better off just joining a convent and asking her brother to step up for her. For now, though, Alex finished her drink, smiled, nodded, and made polite conversation as she caught Teresa staring at her more than once.



CHAPTER 6
“I’m so glad you’re here,” Alice said, hugging Bexley. “I missed you, Bex.”
“I missed you, too,” Bexley replied. “Now, where are they? They’re the real reason I’m here, obviously.”
“I knew you were using me as a ploy to spend more time with my children,” Alice teased. “And they’re with Nora in the nursery. She had today off.”
“What’s it like being married to a lieutenant colonel and being Queen?” Bexley asked.
“Your Majesty, please allow me,” a staff member said as he approached and took Bexley’s bags from Alice.
“Well, I’m still getting used to it. Now that things have calmed down, we’ve got the palace running more like a palace, which means I have more staff here to help. I didn’t really want a bunch of people here just for me, Nora, and the kids, but then I was reminded that the people here desperately need jobs. The palace provides them. Nora is currently working on a plan to revitalize the Royal Guard Service, specifically, but she’s also working with leaders across all the military divisions to make sure we’re able to recruit and get men and women trained. We’re hoping to just supply them with jobs, not that they’ll ever have a war to fight,” Alice replied.
“Here’s to that,” Bexley said as they walked through the main foyer, which did look a lot shinier and definitely brighter than it had the last time she was here.
“So, the twins have a nursery now; they’re not just in our bedroom all the time. Our room is at the end of the hall, but we’ve got Nora’s grandma next to us. I couldn’t kick her out of her own room, so we put the nursery in our living area for now. The room across from hers is being redone to be their actual nursery, but my wife has decided that she doesn’t want anyone else making their nursery, so she’s doing it all herself. She already painted the walls green, and she’s literally handcrafting their cribs.”
“Sounds like a real-life lesbian to me.”
“Can you make cribs?”
“No, I cannot make cribs,” Bexley said, laughing as they hit the elevator that hadn’t been working the last time she was here.
“I told her we could just buy cribs, but she said she wanted to make them. They were supposed to be done by now, but she’s been busy with work and the actual parenting part, so the progress has been slow.”
“I’m sure they’ll be the world’s best cribs,” Bexley replied.
“Bex, I’m just…” Alice turned to her in the elevator. “I’m so happy.” She smiled wide. “Like, so crazy happy. I still have no idea how this all happened. One day, I’m teaching seventh graders history, and the next, some man shows up and tells me I’m meant to be Queen of a country I’d hardly heard of.”
“And now you’re here, being that Queen, married to the love of your life with two perfect children?”
“Yeah. How does that even happen?” Alice asked, leaning against the back wall of the elevator.
“If I knew that, I would’ve figured things out for myself already,” Bexley said.
“How’s Holly?” Alice asked her.
“Well, that’s a segue.”
The elevator door opened, and they were met with Nora standing there, with a twin held to each side of her chest.
“Tor just peed on me, and Julia just spit up all over her blanket,” she announced.
“Remember, you just told me how happy you are,” Bexley teased.
Alice laughed and took Tor from Nora.
“Hi, Bexley. Welcome back,” Nora said.
“That was quite a greeting,” Bexley replied. “Has he peed on you before?”
“No, but he’s gotten me twice,” Alice shared. “Did you pee on your mama?” she asked Tor, who just looked at her like she was crazy. “She forgot to duck and cover, didn’t she?”
“I did,” Nora said. “It was my fault.”
“Did you clean up already?” Alice asked, laughing at her wife.
“Yeah, I asked Grandma to watch them while I showered. He managed to get my face, my neck, and then it rolled down, so I figured it was safer to just shower.”
“Oh, my God! He really got you.” Alice noted, laughing still.
“Can I hold the one that won’t likely pee on me?” Bexley asked after watching the exchange.
“She might still spit up on you. Although, how she’d have anything left after what she did to her blanket is beyond me.” Nora passed Julia to Bexley.
“Hi, my love,” Bexley said, holding the quiet Julia to her chest. “She’s so sweet.”
“Did you miss the part about her throwing up all over her bed?” Alice asked as Tor began to coo.
“Oh, I remember that. Last time, it was that one, though,” Bexley said, pointing at Tor.
“They are equal-opportunity spitters,” Alice replied.
“If it’s okay with you two, I’ll let you catch up while I’m going to go work on the cribs,” Nora said, kissing Alice’s temple.
“You smell good,” Alice replied, holding on to Nora’s chin and kissing her on the lips.
“I showered.”
“You used my body wash, didn’t you?”
“Yes,” Nora said. “I ran out of mine and didn’t want to get out just to grab another bottle.”
It was strange for Bexley still to watch these two interact. Alice was clearly in love with her wife, but she was also wildly attracted to her. Bexley could see that now clear as day as Alice’s eyebrow lifted up and she raked her eyes down Nora’s body. Alice had always been Bexley’s straight best friend; the same best friend Bexley had been in love with for years and never stood a chance with because Alice was straight. When Alice met Nora, Bexley had suspected something was going on with the two of them right away. Even though they hadn’t acted on it immediately, Bexley had known it was there. She’d watched her friend be pulled away from her in more ways than one, and it had been difficult to get their friendship back on track.
Holly had helped with that. She’d really made Bexley fall in love with her, and not in the way where Bexley felt like she had to settle for someone who wasn’t Alice. It had been in that way that Bexley really thought about a future with the woman. When things had ended, Bexley had been a little broken, and she’d needed her best friend. Falling in love with Holly had given her something and someone else to think about, offering her some much-needed space from Alice, but when they broke up, Bexley was ready to need Alice as her best friend again.
Now, she was standing in that best friend’s palace, watching her make sexy eyes at her wife.
“Julia, don’t look. Your moms are thinking about each other naked,” she teased.
“We are not. I–” Nora said but stopped herself.
Alice just laughed and shrugged.
◆◆◆
 
“Well, this is my fault,” Bexley said to herself the next day. “I did tell her I wanted to set this all up myself.”
She looked around the fourth floor of the vacant office building. The main room in the middle was filled with trash, old desks with chairs, and boxes filled with old papers that had meant something to someone at some point in history but were now just in Bexley’s way. As she walked around, inspecting the space, she thought that Alice had been right: it was exactly what she needed. There were three offices, filled with trash and old furniture, lining the wall on the left, while the elevator and staircase were behind her. Those offices would work well as patient and practice rooms for the students she’d be teaching, and the main room was the perfect size for her classroom. The back wall had another four offices that could also be patient rooms or even playrooms for the younger patients. The wall on the right had two offices and what looked to be a kitchen and then a bathroom.
All of it needed to be cleaned up, and while Bexley liked getting her hands dirty, she hadn’t planned on getting them this dirty. She did what she could in the main space, thinking that if she got that cleaned out enough, she could have the students in there on Monday, and they could help her with the rest. Prior to her arrival, Alice had hosted a whole online contest where Bexley had reviewed the applicants to the accelerated program, so now, she was taking on ten students who had just graduated from a bachelor’s program in a related field and had expressed an interest in speech pathology as a career. She’d handpicked those ten that would start soon – or, at least, that was the plan. They’d have nowhere to sit if she didn’t get this place cleaned up.
The plan was to teach, train, and then bring in patients. Bexley would be present for all of the training, and these students would get practical experience before they entered their master’s program. At the end, Bexley would evaluate their progress, and the top two students would get a scholarship to continue their studies sponsored by the Queens. It was an amazing opportunity for the students, and for Bexley to give back and see patients again, which was what she loved so much about her profession.
She hadn’t thought to bring trash bags with her, so she combined trash as she could and pushed some of the old furniture out of the middle of the room in order to use the space when the students got there on Monday, even if she couldn’t get rid of the mess. Then, she checked out the kitchen, bathroom, and offices, made a list of supplies she’d need, and hopped in the car Alice had provided to be taken back to the palace for dinner.
◆◆◆
 
“I warned you,” Alice said.
“I didn’t think it would be that bad.” Bexley took a drink of her water.
“Nora and I can help you clean it up, Bex. We want to help however we can. I have some meetings tomorrow, and Nora’s gone all day, but maybe we can meet you there around dinner. We can bring something to you, and we can have a little clean-up party. The twins will provide the crying and, most likely, pooping.”
Bexley laughed and said, “No, it’s okay. I can do it. You guys have enough going on. I just need some supplies.”
“Send me your list. Romero can have someone get you whatever you need and drop it off there. If you need someone to lift the heavy stuff, Nora has an entire Royal Guard she can call upon.”
“I don’t think that’s how it works, love,” Nora said, finishing her dinner. “But I can make an exception and have a couple of guys join you tomorrow, if you’d like,” she offered in Bexley’s direction.
“Let me plan it all out tomorrow first. Can I take you up on it later? I want to figure out if I can use any of the furniture that’s there and move it where I want. I can clean the kitchen and the bathroom myself.”
“Bex, I didn’t invite you here to clean the bathroom. You’re a world-renowned clinical speech pathologist with a Ph. D. You’re supposed to be helping with growing the field here. I don’t want you cleaning up an old office building – that has probably been through two wars – by yourself,” Alice told her.
“Just give me tomorrow, and I’ll let you know what I need,” Bexley replied.
“Okay. Whatever you want,” Alice said. “Do you want to hang out with us tonight? Grandma has the twins. We’re going to spend some time all together. She wants to watch some old movie.”
“I don’t want to intrude on your family time, Al.”
“You’re part of our family, Bex.” Alice smiled at her. “Come on. Your grandma is back in Kansas. You can borrow Nora’s tonight. She’s amazing. She went down to the kitchen today and made lemon bars. I think she taught the chef a thing or two.”
Nora smiled with pride.
“Okay. If you don’t mind,” Bexley said, looking over at Nora.
“I was instructed that it wasn’t optional for me,” Nora said. “I’ve been spending too much time trying to make the nursery perfect.”
“By the time it’s perfect, they’ll be too old to use it, Nora,” Alice joked.
“They’re my children. I want everything to be perfect,” Nora argued.
Alice just smiled at her wife with pride.
◆◆◆
 
They spent the rest of the night watching an old movie with Nora’s delightful grandma. Alice held on to Tor for a while. Then, Nora took him. Bexley had Julia for a bit until she started crying. When the twins were ready for bed, Nora and Alice took them to the nursery, and Nora’s grandma went to her own room for the night. A few minutes later, Alice returned to say goodnight to Bexley.
“I’m really happy you’re here, Bex,” Alice told her.
“Me too,” Bexley replied.
“So, I’m exhausted, but I do want to talk to you about Holly and what’s going on there. Tomorrow?”
“I guess. I don’t have an update for you, though. She’s there. I’m here. We’re figuring things out.”
“What does that mean?”
“We’re going to see if we still want to try when I get back,” Bexley said, shrugging. Then, she stood up. “It’s not exactly romance-novel material, I know, but it was the best I could do given the circumstances.” She ran her hands over her tired face. “Hey, how’s Alex?”
“Alex?” Alice asked, smiling at Bexley. “Why are you asking about Alex?”
“Honestly, I don’t know. I’m exhausted.” Bexley sighed. “I’m going to get some sleep if that’s okay.”
“She’s fine, by the way.”
“Who?”
“Alex, the woman you just asked about,” Alice replied, chuckling. “She’s good.”
“Good,” Bexley said. “I just haven’t seen her since I was here last time, and you usually talk about her, but you haven’t yet.”
“Right,” Alice replied.
“Anyway, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Good night, Bex.”
“Night, Your Majesty.” Bexley winked at her.



CHAPTER 7
“I’m sorry; you want me there to do physical labor now?” Alex asked.
“Not just physical labor,” Alice replied. “But you could help.”
“You do realize I’m a Princess,” Alex smirked at herself, knowing Alice couldn’t see it through the phone.
“Bex could use some help, and you could have an excuse to help her, which means you could have time with her to see if there’s something there for you two.”
“You are meddling more than usual. What’s going on, Alice?” Alex asked as she stared at her computer.
“Nothing’s going on. I just know you like her.”
“And she doesn’t like me. She has an ex she’s thinking about going back to,” Alex reminded. “I’m not trying to convince a woman to feel something for me when she doesn’t. I already have a hard enough time distinguishing the women who like me for me from the ones who like me for the title.”
“What happened?” Alice asked, concern in her tone.
“My mother happened.”
“Again?”
“Always,” Alex replied. “There’s this woman here that my mother thinks is good for me. Mind you, she doesn’t think she’s perfect for me. She’s been divorced and has two kids of her own who wouldn’t be able to inherit after me, obviously, so it’s not ideal, but at this point, I think my mother would take a titled divorcée with two kids over me being single for another year.”
“Do you even like her?”
“She’s nice. She’s pretty. She also seems to find me attractive, so there’s that. She wanted to have sex on our second date.”
“Did you?”
“No, I managed to push it off.”
“Doesn’t sound like you like her that much, then,” Alice noted.
“Alice, my mother thinks that just because she and my father tolerate and sort of accept me being gay that she gets a pass for whatever she says to me about my love life. It’s as if she thinks that because they’re still keeping me in the line of succession, she can push me in certain directions. This is the third woman she’s put in my line of sight this year, and she asks for updates. I think she actually expects me to just give up looking for who I really want and accept my fate. One day, there will be a wedding to a woman like Teresa – or maybe it will be Teresa – and she and I will like each other enough to make it look good for the cameras. I’ll become Queen. She’ll become my Consort. One of us will have a child that can actually inherit, and I’ll give her kids honorary titles to make them feel better. Then, I’ll find someone to sleep with, whom I actually want to sleep with, and she’ll do the same. We won’t share a bedroom and will only see each other for meals and events.”
“That sounds awful and not at all like you,” Alice replied.
“It’s not me, but she’s starting to wear me down. You got lucky, Alice. You didn’t grow up in this. I’ve had women tell me upfront that they think I’m sexy, ask me to sleep with them, then spend the next twenty minutes asking me what it’s like to live in a palace. And those are the good ones, by the way, because at least I know what they’re really interested in. There are the ones who pretend they’re interested in me. At university, there was a woman who I really fell for. She was sweet and seemed to be falling for me, too. Then, I found out her uncle was a reporter and had asked her to get close to me.”
“Oh, Alex…”
“Poor little Princess, I know,” Alex said on a sigh. “I’m just getting tired of the whole dance. I date someone I’m interested in, and it doesn’t work. My mother decides to send someone over to talk to me at an event. We go on a date or two. I’m not interested. I tell my mother, and she tells me to accept my fate and settle down already. It’s this carousel we find ourselves on that won’t stop until she gets her way.”
“Or, until you do,” Alice suggested. “Come to Kleinland, Alex. It doesn’t have to be about Bexley. You seem like you could use some friend time. Tor and Julia are growing like crazy. You should spend time with them at this age. They’re growing up right before my eyes. I swear, I go to sleep, and there’s something they can’t do, and, in the morning, they can now. It’s pretty amazing. You can just come here to be here. You don’t have to worry about Bex.”
Alex stared at her jam-packed schedule on her computer.
“Things are stepping up for me, Alice. My father’s not getting any younger. He’s fine, but they’re starting to ask me to fill in for him in certain areas more and more to prepare me for when he’s gone.”
“You can skip a few Queen-training sessions. You deserve this, Alex.”
“She needs help?” Alex asked.
“She’s stubborn and resisting, but yes.”
“And it would involve physical labor?”
“Not just that.” Alice laughed. “She needs help setting up the office, and for whatever reason, she seems determined to do it on her own.”
“And you expect me to be able to do something about that?”
“If anyone can get through to her, it’s you. You’re just as stubborn, if not more, than she is,” Alice replied.
“Hey, I resemble that remark,” Alex teased, smiling to herself. “I have to talk to Lawrence to see if he can cover some things for me.”
“Do you think he will?”
“I don’t know. He’s got a wife and kids already, but as the spare, he has far fewer responsibilities. However, if I don’t have kids, he’ll be up next, and… well, anything can happen to any of us at any time, so he needs to be just as ready until I get my life together. I can try to spin it.”
“Let me know. Her students show up on Monday, so the whole physical labor part will be done by then, but if you really like my best friend, you should know that she likes a woman who can wear a tool belt.”
“She does not,” Alex said, laughing.
“Yes, she does. Do you have one?”
“I have never worn a tool belt in my life.”
“It’s okay. Nora has one.”
“Oh, of course, she does.” Alex laughed.
◆◆◆
 
“Favorite Brother,” Alex greeted.
“Favorite Sister,” Lawrence replied.
Alex sat down next to him on the sofa in his living room. Lawrence’s estate was closer to the palace than her own and was technically bigger, but it made sense because he had the family, and one day, Alex would be living in the palace most of the time. Lawrence folded up the newspaper he still insisted on reading in hard copy form instead of on his phone and looked over at her.
“What do you need?”
“Why do you assume I need something?” she asked.
“Because you only come here when you do,” he replied.
“That’s not true. I came here for dinner last week.”
“Because Margaret invited you to celebrate Henry’s violin recital with us,” Lawrence said of his wife and eldest son, who was only five but was already showing promise with his instrument.
“I didn’t ask for anything, though, did I?”
“I believe you asked me to pass the butter,” he joked.
Alex laughed and said, “Touché.”
“So, what is it this time?”
“I was wondering what your schedule looked like for the next few weeks.”
“Light.”
“Could you cover some things for me if I wanted to spend time in Kleinland?”
“I suppose so,” he replied. “But you’re the future Queen, so they won’t accept a Prince for everything.”
“I checked; none of it requires me specifically.”
“Ah, so they can put up with the spare for a few parties?”
“And a charity event and a speech.”
“How long are you going to be gone, Alex?” he asked.
“I don’t know exactly. I just need some time away from our mother and, well, Teresa.”
“The woman Mother keeps trying to set you up with?”
“Yes. She’s all right, but she’s called me three times since I saw her two days ago. It just feels like she’s trying too hard.”
“One of those.” Lawrence nodded. “I am so glad I’m no longer single.”
“So am I. I like your wife more than I like you,” Alex teased.
“So do I,” he replied, smiling. “Is it really just Mother driving you away? I’d understand if that were the case, but you’ve seemed down lately.”
Alex looked around his living room and saw the formal family portrait hanging over the lit fireplace. Then, she took in the actual photos of Lawrence with his wife and two sons, who looked so much like him, it was ridiculous.
“I want that, Larry,” she replied, pointing at one picture where Louis was about two and Henry was around three. Margaret was holding on to Louis, who was trying to put a paper boat into the water, and Henry was in her brother’s arms, pointing out at something over the water. They all had smiles on their faces. “I want the whole thing,” she added.
“I know you do. And I’m not like Mother – I know you’ll find her one day, Alex. She won’t be someone Mother thinks is right for you, either. Honestly, that’s going to be really funny, and I can’t wait.” Lawrence laughed a little.
“Where’s your wife? I’d prefer to have this conversation with her right now.” Alex glared at her brother playfully.
“She’s giving Louis a bath. You can go on up if you want, but he’s a splasher, and the whole bathroom is in the splash zone.”
Alex laughed and said, “I love that kid.”
“We’re thinking about having another one,” he revealed.
“What?” That was news to her.
“Don’t tell Mother or Father yet. We’re not sure, but we both want a daughter. We love our sons, but I’ve been feeling lately like a little girl would round out our family.”
“What if you end up with another boy?” Alex asked.
“We’ll love him, too, of course, but I think we’re going to start trying.”
“That’s great, Larry. I’d love a niece.”
“So would I,” he said, shoving at her shoulder lightly. “Get on that already. I’m thinking a niece and a nephew. I want my kids to be able to play with them, so you need to get moving, Favorite Sister. The age gap is widening more and more every day.”
“Don’t be our mother right now,” Alex replied. “And I’m working on it.”
“What does that mean?”
“There’s a girl… Well, there’s a woman,” she corrected herself.
“Not Teresa, obviously.”
“No. But I haven’t spent that much time with her. I just know how I feel when she’s around.”
“And how’s that?”
“Lighter,” Alex said with a smile.
“Lighter?”
“Like she makes the world lighter for me somehow.”
Lawrence turned toward the fire to contemplate this.
“I can see that. I think Margaret does that for me, too.”
“Oh, she does. You were a little shit before you met her. Your ties had to be just right; your cuffs had to be the perfect length; you had to be fifteen minutes early to everything; and you took the whole world way too seriously. She made you lighten up a bit.”
Lawrence laughed and asked, “Why can’t a man care about how he looks in a suit?”
Alex laughed as well and then said, “I don’t know if she even remotely thinks of me that way, but she’ll be in Kleinland for a while.”
“Ah, so it is about more than just getting away. You’re heading toward something.”
“I don’t know. Maybe.”
“Well, if that’s the case, I’m sure I can cover for you while you’re gone.”
“Really?” she asked hopefully.
“You really like this woman, don’t you?” her brother asked.
“I do,” she admitted, looking skyward. “She makes my heart do that flutter thing, and then my stomach feels like it’s going to jump out of my throat or something.”
“That’s graphic.”
“You know what I mean,” she said.
“I’ve never heard you talk about someone like this before.”
“I’ve never had anyone to talk about like this before,” Alex replied.
Lawrence smiled at her and said, “Then, go to Kleinland. Just send the schedule to–”
“I will. I will.” Alex pulled him in for a hug. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” Lawrence laughed, hugging her back.
“I’m going to go say hi to Margaret and the boys before I leave.”
“The splashing should be more or less over by now, but my wife is likely at her peek frustration with Louis since it’s now bedtime, and he hates bedtime, so prepare yourself.”
“And why is your wife the one dealing with this while you read the paper?”
“Because I dealt with it last night while she read a novel,” he replied. “If you hear a toddler temper tantrum, back away. Just trust me.”



CHAPTER 8
Bexley had made some progress. The supplies and furniture she’d requested had already arrived, and she’d spent one whole day just trying to clean the dirt and dust off things. If this was going to work, she needed it to at least look presentable. She found she actually liked the solitude of the work. There was a podcast playing in her headphones, and she could tune out everything else while she listened to it and tried to put furniture into place. She knew she couldn’t possibly have the place entirely ready by the time the students showed up, which had been her initial hope, but she’d have it most of the way there, and they could help with the rest.
For now, though, Bexley needed to pick up more cleaning supplies from the stockpile she’d placed by the elevator, so she walked out of the first office and headed that way.
“Oh, my God!” she yelped, covering her heart with her hand, and had to catch her breath from the scare before she pulled her headphones out of her ears.
“Hey, Bex,” Alice greeted. “Sorry; did we scare you?”
“What are you doing here? You scared the shit–” Then, Bexley saw who was standing next to her friend, expecting it to be Nora, but it wasn’t. “Oh. Sorry. Hello, Your Royal–”
“I’m wearing a tool belt – I think you can just call me Alex,” the Princess said.
Bexley looked down, and sure enough, the Princess of the United Kingdom was wearing a tool belt on her hips. There were even actual tools in it.
“What are you–”
“I thought you could use some help. Alex was free. She’s volunteered her services.”
“Sorry, what?” Bexley asked, wiping sweat from her forehead.
“You wouldn’t accept help from me or Nora. We even tried to get soldiers here, and you said no. Hell, Romero volunteered to help, and he’s an old man, Bex.”
“She’s a Princess,” Bexley said, pointing to Alex. “Shit. Can I even point at you?”
“That’s an instant tower situation,” Alex teased, recalling an earlier conversation they’d had about the Tower of London.
Bexley dropped her hand and said, “I’m almost done. I don’t know what you can do. I mean, you’re a Princess. I–”
“You can keep saying I’m a Princess, but it won’t stop the fact that I’m standing here wearing a tool belt, ready to help. I’ve been conscripted.”
“Conscripted? So, you’re not even here of your own volition? Alice, what did you do?”
“No, I mean… Conscripted was the wrong word. I’m here because I want to be. I want to–”
“Alex is thinking about taking what you do here and bringing it back to the UK.”
Bexley looked from Alice to Alex and said, “You are? You have great speech pathologists in the UK.”
“Right. We do. Not everywhere, though. I’ll be the Queen of the Commonwealth, too. The United Kingdom is large, and we have great programs in the cities mainly. I’d love to learn more about what you do here to see if we can use some of it there. Perhaps, you could even help me start something up if it works out.”
Bexley looked back and forth between them again, suspecting something was up but not knowing what.
“Consider my physical labor my fee for… auditing.”
“You’re going to audit?” Bexley asked. “So, you’re not just here to help me clean up?”
“No,” Alex replied. “But only if you’re okay with it. If you’re not, I can go home. I–”
“You really want to learn from me?” Bexley asked.
“Dr. Woods, you’re one of the best speech pathologists in the world. Who better to learn from?” Alex sounded sincere.
“If I can’t call you by your title, you shouldn’t have to call me by mine.”
“Yours was earned,” Alex replied.
Bexley softened at that comment. It sounded so genuine coming from Alex that she almost didn’t know how to respond to it.
“Well,” Alice spoke. “I only came by to drop her off. I have a meeting in the city, and security doesn’t like me being up here without them, so I should go.”
“What about your security?” Bexley asked Alex.
“They’re mostly downstairs. I only have four with me.”
“That’s all?”
“Alice has, like, ten on me at all times whenever I’m here. She doesn’t want anything to happen to the heir of Great Britain in her country.”
“We’d never live it down,” Alice reasoned.
“There are a couple in the stairwell, a couple on the elevator, a few on the roof, some on the street, and a couple on the other rooftops. Plus, they wired this place for cameras last night, so they probably all saw you do that little dance you did earlier.”
“Cameras?” Bexley looked around frantically. “They saw me?”
Alex laughed a little and said, “I was joking. But now I know that you did do a little dance earlier.”
Alice laughed at that as well and said, “Okay. I have to go now. You two have fun. If you use power tools, remember to wear goggles and measure twice, cut once.”
“Is that what Nora always tells you?” Alex asked her.
“No, I grew up on a farm; I know how to use power tools. Have you even used a hammer?” Alice teased.
“You’ve never used a hammer?” Bexley asked, wondering how Alex would be any help to her at all.
“I’ve used a hammer. I’m very good at hammering.” Alex pulled the hammer out of the belt and held it up handle first. “It’s this end, right?”
Alice laughed, pressed the elevator button, and shook her head.
“Can you two take the same car back tonight?”
“Of course,” Alex said.
“Oh, and before I go, I was wondering if I could run something by you since you’re both here.” Alice turned back around to face them. “Nora and I were thinking of taking a weekend in the country, just the two of us. We haven’t had a night away from the babies yet, and we could really use one. I was hoping that their aunts wouldn’t mind watching them for the weekend. We could ask the nanny, of course, but I want them to spend time with you two, and I want you to have this time with them while they’re this little. Besides, it’ll be good practice.”
“Practice, huh?” Bexley asked.
“For when you have your own, Bex,” Alice said, looking at Alex. “And you, too. You both want them, so why not use this as a great opportunity to–”
“Help you get laid all weekend?” Alex said.
Bexley nearly choked on nothing hearing Alex say that.
“I don’t need any help in that department,” Alice replied as the elevator arrived. “We just want to be together, just the two of us, for a couple of days.”
“Well, I’m in,” Alex replied. “I love those two little monsters.”
“Duck and cover,” Bexley said softly to herself.
“What’s that?” Alex asked.
“Nothing.”
◆◆◆
 
“So,” Bexley said once Alice was gone.
“So,” Alex echoed.
“How long are you here for?”
“I booked an open ticket.” Alex shrugged a shoulder.
“On your private royal plane?” Bexley chuckled. “And how did you know I did a little dance before?”
“You had headphones in, and it just seemed like something you’d do alone while you’re cleaning,” Alex replied, linking her hands together in front of herself as if she didn’t know where to put them.
“Have you ever actually worn a tool belt before?”
“No, this is Nora’s,” Alex explained. “Alice’s suggestion.”
“Alice suggested–” Bexley looked toward the elevator her friend had just gone down in. “I see.”
Bexley had once confessed to her friend that one of the female contractors on one of those DIY reality shows just did it for her, and the tool belt didn’t hurt, either. What the hell was Alice up to here?
“You can take it off. I’m still cleaning up. The hammering and drilling part hasn’t started yet.”
“Hammering and drilling,” Alex repeated, and it seemed like she swallowed hard and looked Bexley up and down, searching for something. “Yes, I’ll take off the tool belt.”
“Are you okay?” Bexley asked.
“Perfectly fine. Ready to help.”
“Tell me about the program you’re thinking about.”
“Program?” Alex asked.
“In here,” Bexley said, pointing to the kitchen. “Program for the UK. The reason you’re here.”
“Oh, right,” Alex said, trying to remove the tool belt.
“It clips on the side,” Bexley said.
“I know. It’s just hard to undo.” Alex looked kind of cute as she tried to unclip the thing.
“Here. I’ve got it,” Bexley offered, walking the few steps to her and easily unclipping the belt “Your Royal Highness.” She held it up for Alex to take.
“Thank you, Dr. Woods,” Alex replied sarcastically, taking it from her.
“And we’re cleaning this nasty kitchen today, so make sure you really want to do this. If not, I can always tell Alice you helped, and you can–”
“I’m not afraid of getting my hands dirty, Bexley,” Alex interrupted. “I know you think I grew up with a silver spoon in my mouth, and I did, but only because my mother thought the gold spoons would be tacky.”
Bexley had to laugh at that.
“I’m a Princess by birth,” Alex continued, “but I live alone in a small house with next to no staff. I won’t lie: I do have a housekeeper. But I work hard to keep the place tidy for her.”
Bexley laughed again and said, “Then, you can take the sink, and I’ll take the refrigerator.”
“Very well,” Alex replied. “So, Alice grew up on a farm. Did you as well? I don’t think I’ve ever asked.”
Bexley opened the refrigerator door. They’d gotten the electricity turned back on the day before, so she was happy it worked, but it now needed to be cleaned before she’d put actual food in there.
“Adjacent to one. My parents owned a feed store but didn’t have a farm. I worked on some during summer and school breaks, though.”
“So, you know how to operate power tools, then?” Alex began wiping off the counter she’d just sprayed.
“Mostly from my dad. When he needed a new shelf at the shop or was doing work on the house, I tried to help when I could.”
“Only child?”
“Two brothers. Both older.”
“Baby girl,” Alex said.
“Huh?” Bexley asked as she bent down to look at the mess that was the bottom shelf of the fridge.
“My brother has two boys. Don’t tell the tabloids, but he and his wife, Margaret, are thinking about having a baby girl. That’s what they want, anyway.”
“Oh. Yeah, I guess I was the baby. My brothers are only ten months and two years older than me, though, so we were all basically babies together. I never really felt like the baby, and my parents didn’t seem to treat me any differently than my brothers.”
“That’s good,” Alex said.
“What about you?” Bexley asked before she closed her eyes tightly. “Sorry. I know you have a younger brother. You’re the future Queen of England. The whole world knows that.”
Alex stopped cleaning and said, “Maybe, but they don’t know much more than that. We keep things to ourselves whenever we can. Like the little thing I just told you about their baby plans – you and I are the only two people who know.”
Bexley looked up at her and said, “Really?”
“Yes. So if you tell anyone, he’ll know it was me.” She winked at Bexley.
“I wouldn’t.”
“I know, Bexley,” Alex told her seriously. “And Lawrence is two years and thirteen days younger than me. He did everything first, though, I swear. I walked and talked first, obviously, but from the moment we got to school or had tutors, he was the bright shining star. I just happened to have been born first.”
Bexley stood up and said, “That’s what you meant earlier when you said I earned my title.”
Alex bit her lip and looked down at the counter. Bexley worried she’d said something wrong, so went to change the subject.
“Tomorrow, I could bring my portable speaker,” she said. “So we can listen to music or something. Assuming you’re coming back tomorrow.”
“I’ll be here,” Alex replied, wiping the counter again. “Assuming you’ll do that little dance again.”
Bexley laughed.



CHAPTER 9
Alex felt like an idiot. Of course, Bexley wouldn’t think she’d just volunteer for this kind of work without an ulterior motive. Thank God Alice had come through with a lie that was at least somewhat plausible, but not being prepared with that lie wasn’t Alex’s biggest mistake of the day so far. She’d underestimated how nervous she would be around Bexley. They hadn’t seen each other in months, and Alex had forgotten how intense the butterflies had been that last time. If it was possible, those butterflies were even more intense this time. They’d been cleaning the kitchen for close to an hour, and Alex didn’t want to say this out loud, but this was the most cleaning she’d done in her life.
“So, this will be a patient room,” Bexley explained as she walked Alex around the floor. “And I just realized that it’s after two.”
“Is something happening at two?”
“No, but have you eaten? I was going to grab lunch, but you guys showed up and surprised me. Want to go downstairs with me? I tried this place yesterday that was pretty good.”
“I’d love to, but…” Alex started.
“Oh, right,” Bexley said. “Sorry, I actually forgot who you are for a minute there.”
Alex just nodded. Bexley didn’t know who she really was, and when they’d been cleaning, there had been the perfect segue into talking about her life with her brother and her role in the family, but Alex hadn’t taken it. No one outside her immediate family really knew anything about her, but even Larry didn’t know some of the stuff she’d hidden from him for years. She wanted Bexley to know, though. Alex just had this feeling that she could trust this woman with anything. She had no idea where that feeling came from, but there was some evidence to support it, at least. After all, Bexley hadn’t said a word to anyone when Alice had been discovered living in Kansas; she’d protected her friend. And time and time again, when reporters asked Bexley for comment about Alice and her life, Bexley hadn’t given one.
“You know what? I’ll just go grab something for both of us. Is there anything you don’t eat?”
Alex’s eyes went wide at the thought of the joke she wanted to make, but she kept it inside instead.
“Nope. I eat anything.”
Okay, it still sounded like a joke. And she hadn’t meant it to. Bexley’s eyebrow lifted, and God, was it sexy. This woman was gorgeous. Her long blonde hair was pulled back and braided today. Her blue eyes were perfect. That was the only word Alex had to describe them, and she’d searched for others over and over whenever she’d thought of Bexley or looked her up online.
“Okay. I’ll be right back.”
“What should I do while I wait?” Alex asked.
“Take a break, Your Royal Highness,” Bexley teased. “There are water bottles in the last office over there.”
“I can clean the bathroom,” Alex offered.
“You’re going to clean the bathroom?”
“Hey, I did a great job on that sink.”
Bexley laughed, which made Alex smile.
“You did. How about you leave the bathroom for me for later, though, and you take the office down there? We’re keeping the desk in there. It’s in good shape. The new chairs are over here.” Bexley pointed to one of the chairs in the room. “And the room will need one of these chairs and then one of the other chairs.” She pointed to a different group of chairs next to the other one.
“So, move a couple of chairs? Got it.” Alex nodded.
Bexley left a minute later, giving Alex time to breathe, and she needed it, too. Bexley smelled like a mix of fresh rain and sweat, which was a remarkable combination, in Alex’s opinion. She moved one chair after the other into the designated room and decided to wipe the dust off the desk while she was at it. Then, she went to the bathroom, which wasn’t filthy; it had just been untouched for a long time. She decided to start with the sink and the mirror and clean them up quickly before she found paper towels and toilet paper in a stack on the floor. One roll of toilet paper was already out and open. Bexley must have used the bathroom in here already, but Alex wasn’t sure she’d be able to until it was cleaned up. She had just enough time to put the paper towels and toilet paper into the cabinet before she heard the whirring of the elevator, indicating Bexley was on her way. Alex washed her hands and went to grab them each a bottle of water. She returned just in time to see Bexley walk out of the elevator with one of Alex’s security guards behind her.
“Your Royal Highness,” he said, bowing.
“Everything is fine up here,” Alex replied.
“We’d still like to do a walk-through,” the guard said. “You wouldn’t allow it when we first arrived.”
“All right. Go ahead. Is that okay?” she asked Bexley after agreeing.
“Sure,” Bexley said. “I mean, yes, Your Royal Highness.” She nodded toward the guard.
Alex gave her a smile and said, “Can I take these for you?” She walked to Bexley and took the two food bags.
“Yes, Ma’am. Thank you.”
“I’m sorry,” Alex whispered as her guard walked around the space. “He’ll be gone in a minute.”
“It’s okay. Why didn’t you let them in earlier?”
“This is your office. I didn’t want to just show up with a bunch of well-trained men with guns. I wanted to respect your space.”
Bexley gave her a soft smile.
“All clear, Ma’am,” the guard reported when he returned. “Might I inquire as to how long you’ll be so I can alert the rest of the team?”
“That’s up to the boss here,” Alex said, winking at Bexley.
“Oh, I’m not the… I mean… I’m not in charge of you. You can–”
“Dr. Woods, when are you planning on leaving?” Alex interrupted.
“I’m supposed to have dinner with Alice and Nora at six.”
“Ma’am?” the guard said.
“Right. I’m supposed to have dinner with Her Majesty, Queen Alice, and–”
“Theodore, I appreciate you ensuring my safety, but please don’t correct Dr. Woods again. She may refer to her best friend, the Queen, however works for them. And I’ve given her permission to lose titles when it’s just her and I, especially when I’m in her place of business, which makes it difficult for her to go back and forth when others are present.”
“Of course, Ma’am.” Theodore nodded. “If I may take my leave…”
“You may go,” Alex said. “Please tell all the others what I told you when you get a chance.”
“Yes, Your Royal Highness.”
Theodore opted for the stairs instead of waiting for the elevator.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in true royal mode before,” Bexley noted.
“What did you think?” Alex asked her, thinking Bexley wanted to say something, but she didn’t say anything at all. “So, late lunch?” Alex said instead.
“I got options; just in case. I realized too late that you probably don’t order takeout very often. You’re probably used to much fancier food.”
“Bexley, I’m not some stuck-up Princess.”
“No, that’s not what I meant,” she replied, motioning for them to sit down at an old desk that was against the wall. “I just meant that since you don’t do it very often, you might like to try a few different things. You’re not in Kleinland a lot, and when you do come here, you’re eating at the palace, right?”
“Yes.”
“So, sit down and take your pick,” Bexley offered.
Alex put the bags on the desk, and Bexley laid everything out for them. There was enough food to feed both of them and a few members of the security team outside. Bexley had also brought them paper plates and plastic cutlery. Alex had eaten fast food a few times in her life, but not all that many. Plastic forks were not standard at the palace, and her mother was at her own home so frequently, inspecting the place, that Alex couldn’t have any on standby for herself, either.
“Is this not okay?” Bexley asked.
Alex realized she hadn’t said anything for a while.
“Oh, sorry. No, this is perfect. Thank you, Bexley.”
“You can call me Bex, you know?”
“And you’ll call me Alex?”
“I think I have to. You just let that guy have it when I didn’t use your title,” Bexley joked.
“It’s a complicated world I live in,” Alex replied. “Do you know that my own mother refuses to call me Alex? It’s always Alexandria. It’s the longest name in the world, and she always calls me Alexandria.”
“Well, she did name you. Shouldn’t she get to use the name she chose?”
Alex began putting food on her plate and said, “She didn’t choose it. None of our names are truly chosen anymore. We’re all named after someone who was named after someone else.”
“Who were you named after, again?” Bexley asked, putting food on her own plate.
“My great-uncle. Lawrence was my other great-uncle’s middle name. My father’s given name is George. He’s named after all the Georges. He took Henry when he became King. My mum is Katherine with a K, but even though she isn’t royal by blood, she’s named after Catherine with a C, King Henry XIII’s last wife. On and on it goes.”
“Tor and Julia,” Bexley said, sitting down in a chair at another desk.
“Named after their grandparents, yes. And they each have three middle names because we can’t just be named after one person. We don’t want to offend any of our ancestors.”
“I should look up your full name. I don’t remember it all.”
“Please don’t,” Alex said, pulling up a chair next to her, and Bexley had her phone on the desk before Alex could pick up her fork. “It’s Alexandria Henrietta Anne Marie.”
“So, you’re named after your father?”
“Yes. Can you tell he wanted a firstborn son? I was given two masculine first names that they turned into the feminine versions. There’s probably a lesbian joke in there somewhere, but I’m too hungry to make it.”
Bexley didn’t say anything again. She just took a bite of her food and then opened her water.
“Anne Marie?” she asked after a minute.
“Queen Anne. And Marie is a derivative of Mary. So, Queen Mary.”
“Sounds like they also named you after two Queens,” Bexley pointed out.
“I suppose so,” Alex replied.
“What will you name your children?” Bexley asked, causing Alex to nearly choke on her food. “Sorry. Is that too personal?”
“No, it’s all right,” Alex told her. “I just wasn’t expecting it.”
“You want kids, right? Alice said you–”
“Yes, of course.”
“Do you want them want them, or want them because you have to have them?”
“Ah, that’s a question,” she replied, laughing a little. “Yes, it’s my role to secure the line of succession, but things aren’t how they used to be. So, it’s not as if there’s no hope if I don’t have children. Lawrence would inherit or Henry after him. People live so much longer now. My father is very healthy, so he should be around for the next thirty or so years, at least. That means Henry will likely have kids by then, or Louis will if he doesn’t. Outside of our immediate family, plenty of other relatives could take over if called upon. My two great-uncles both have kids, and they have theirs. The British monarchy wouldn’t end with me even if I failed to have children, but I do want them. Far from it, in fact. I’d want children even if I weren’t a royal. I’ve wanted to be a mother for as long as I can remember.”
“That surprises me about you,” Bexley said as she ate.
“Why?”
“You seem content in – I don’t know – being a bachelorette. There’s probably a better word for what, I mean.”
“You mean you’ve read the articles about me and my history and assumed I like fooling around with women but don’t want to settle down?” Alex asked but kept her tone light.
“Not exactly, no. Alice has told me that stuff isn’t usually true and that that’s not the real you, and you and I have spent enough time together by now for me to know that the tabloids lie about pretty much everything they write about you.”
“That’s true,” Alex said, feeling a sense of relief wash over her that Bexley didn’t believe the crap they wrote.
“But you do kind of date around, from what I see and what I’ve been told, and…”
“And?”
“And I just didn’t know you wanted all that. The kids, I mean. Well, I knew that. I just didn’t realize you wanted them that much.”
“Well, I do,” Alex replied. “This is really good, by the way.” She pointed her fork down at her plate.
“You are good at deflecting, aren’t you?” Bexley chuckled.
“I’m not deflecting. I–” Alex started and stopped. “I don’t know what I’ll name my children. It’s not just up to me.”
“But they’ll be named after people in your family. Any nominees for boy or girl? One of the other Queen Catherines, maybe? Or it could be Anne or Marie after you. George is a solid name for a boy.”
“I want my wife to help me decide what to name them. I don’t care about tradition. I want us to buy one of those stupid baby name books and go through them all one by one until we find some names we like. I want us to pull name options up on our phones, come up with lists, and then put them together. Yes, the baby would inherit the throne one day, but this would be our baby. I want my children to know that their mothers chose their names because they loved their names, not because someone who lived three hundred years ago and held a certain title was next up on the list of royal names. I want the whole normal experience for it, if I can get it.”
“I think that’s sweet, Alex,” Bexley replied after a long minute, causing Alex to blush.



CHAPTER 10
“You’re sure you have everything?” Alice asked.
“Al, it’s a palace,” Bexley told her. “And your nanny lives here.”
“I know… We’ve just never left them alone before.”
“Okay. It’s ready,” Nora said, emerging from the twins’ new nursery.
“Are you sure? You’ve been in there for ten minutes. Did you fix something?” Bexley asked her.
“No, I just wanted it to be perfect when Alice saw it for the first time.” Nora wrapped an arm around her wife’s shoulders and pulled her into her side. “Are you ready?”
“It’s been months. They’ve been sleeping in the living room. I’m definitely ready.”
Nora kissed the top of Alice’s head and pushed open the door. Bexley waited outside it to give them a moment as a family. Nora had taken the twins in there when they’d been sound asleep, and judging by the silence in the room, Bexley guessed they’d stayed that way.
“Oh, my God. Nora, it’s…” Alice stopped. “It’s perfect.”
“It took as long as it did because I had to order the wood, and I only painted one wall the really dark green so it would be an accent wall for the–”
“The lights,” Alice said under her breath. “You put the Northern Lights on the wall,” she added.
Bexley wasn’t sure what Alice was looking at, so she walked into the room and turned. Then, she saw the wall. The other three walls had been painted matte white, but this wall was very dark-green, with a hand-painted mural of the Northern Lights. Bexley had seen them here and there during her trips to Kleinland, but every time she had, whomever she had been with had told her they hadn’t been as bright that night or that it hadn’t been the right season to see them at their best.
“Babe, did you paint this?” Alice asked.
“Yes,” Nora replied. “I wanted it to be a surprise.”
“It’s amazing, Nora,” Bexley told her. “Wait. Shouldn’t we be whispering?”
“No, they’re out,” Alice assured. “They both just ate and were burped, so they’ll be out like little lights for at least a couple of hours.” Alice walked over to Julia’s crib, ran her hand along the beautifully crafted and sanded wood, and then touched her daughter’s cheek. “Nora, this is so much more than I thought you were doing. I’m sorry I gave you such a hard time.”
Nora walked over to Alice, placed her hand on the small of her wife’s back, and said, “I love you all so much. I know they’ll grow out of this room, and probably not all that long from now, but I just wanted them to have it.”
Bexley walked over to find Tor sleeping soundly in his crib. She gently touched the soft baby hair atop his head and smiled at his open mouth and drool coming out of it. The cribs were made of dark wood and looked magnificent. There was also a rocking chair in the corner of the large room, a changing table beside it, and a sofa against the back wall. Lining the other wall was what looked to be the wardrobe with the twin’s clothes, and next to that was a large wooden cabinet that likely held supplies. The rug on the floor had bright colors and letters all over it, and there were some toys in one of the other corners, perfectly placed on top of a toy box. Nora, it seemed, had thought of everything.
“Diapers and everything else you need are in there.” Nora pointed at the cabinet. “I have a built-in refrigerator in there as well, where you’ll find the breast milk.”
“I’ve been pumping for days,” Alice said, looking down at her own breasts. “She’s not touching these all weekend.”
“Alice…” Nora said.
Bexley wanted to laugh but didn’t want to wake the babies.
“Anyway, there’s also formula, too, if you have to use it,” Alice continued. “But we’ll be back Sunday morning, so you shouldn’t need it. Oh, and we just started trying different baby foods with them.”
“I put the ones we know they’re not allergic to in the cabinet for you,” Nora added.
“You did? Thank you,” Alice said to her. “They can have a little of it, but don’t give them any other kinds. You have to introduce this stuff slowly and try to keep them on their schedule if you can. It helps.”
“I will,” Bexley replied. “Hey, where is their other aunt? I thought I had help this weekend.”
“She had to take a call from her mother, but she’ll be here to help you. I also typed up all the instructions and emailed them to you both, and the nanny is on call if you need her.”
“My grandmother is here as well if you need her, but she’s only able to help out here and there – the babies take a lot out of her.”
“They take a lot out of us,” Alice said, kissing Nora on the cheek. “Okay. We need to go if we’re going.”
They both kissed their children and whispered that they loved them. Then, Bexley walked them out. Once they were in the elevator, Bexley went to her room, grabbed her phone and tablet, and returned to the nursery. She sat on the sofa and silenced her phone just in case. After that, she opened the latest Journal of Clinical Speech Pathology on her tablet and started to read. An hour later, she heard the sounds of a baby beginning to wake. She waited to see if Tor would fall back to sleep, but when he grew a little louder, she went ahead and picked him up, closing the door behind her to give Julia more time to sleep.
“Hey, did you wake up early, little man?” Bexley asked him as if he could answer her. She bounced him a bit in her arms and looked down at his adorably tired baby face. His tiny fists went to his eyes like he was trying to rub them. “You’re still so sleepy, aren’t you? Do you think you could go back to sleep in your crib so we can let your sister sleep a little more?” Then, Bexley heard it. Julia was awake, and she was unhappy about something. “I guess that will be unnecessary.” Bexley went back into the room, carrying Tor against her chest, and found Julia on her back, practically screaming up at the ceiling. “Hey, baby girl. What’s wrong?” Bexley rubbed Julia’s belly, which she didn’t seem to like. Then, Tor started to cry. “Oh, no. Not you, too.” She rubbed Tor’s belly. “Time for a diaper change, I take it? Yeah, I wouldn’t like to be sitting in my own you-know-what, either, so let me find the diapers. Tor, can you hang out with your sister for a minute?” She placed Tor next to Julia, but that only made them cry louder. “You’re twins; you’re supposed to hold hands all the time and not want to be apart.” She rushed over to the cabinet and pulled out two new diapers, the baby powder, and the wipes. Then, she moved everything to the brand-new changing table. “Okay. I think I’ve got everything. One at a time, though; I only have two hands.” She walked back over to the still-screaming infants. “Who wants to go first?”
“Do you always talk to yourself?” Alex asked.
“Where have you been? These babies hate me,” Bexley replied, picking up Julia.
“Sorry, I got stuck on the phone with my mother. What can I do?”
“Have you ever changed a diaper?”
“A nappy? Of course.”
“Wait. You have?” Bexley asked her, surprised, as she placed Julia on the table.
“I have two nephews.”
“Who have nannies, too, I’m guessing.”
“Yes, but I still helped when I could,” Alex said. “Want me to take Tor?”
“Yes, please,” Bexley replied, undoing Julia’s onesie. “Hey, sweet girl. No need to cry. I’ve got you, okay?”
Alex brought Tor over to the table, and they stood side by side.
“I think we have a leak,” Alex said.
“He peed on you?”
“What? No. But Henry and Louis both got me. When they’re older, I plan on telling them that they pissed on the future Queen.” Alex chuckled lightly. “His diaper just leaked, and he did not just pee. What is it with you, kid?” she said to Tor. “He’s going to need new clothes.”
“Onesies are in the wardrobe.” Bexley pointed behind her.
“This room is nice. Nora did all of this herself?” Alex asked. “And do you have him?” She had her hand on Tor’s stomach.
“I’ve got him.” Bexley kept an eye on the crying boy while she wiped up the crying girl. “And yes, Nora did this all herself.”
“I’m losing my semi-butch lesbian card then, because I thought I accomplished something when I helped you change the light bulb in the office yesterday,” Alex replied. “Does it matter what I put him in?” she checked.
Bexley turned around to see that Alex had both doors of the wardrobe open, and said, “God, they have a lot of clothes.”
“Well, they go through them fast,” Alex reasoned, pulling out a blue-and-white onesie. “This one looks good to me.”
“Hey there, that’s better, isn’t it?” Bexley asked Julia as she buttoned her onesie back up. “Nice and clean and, hopefully, happy.”
When Alex arrived back at the table to take care of Tor, Bexley picked up Julia and bounced her a bit as she watched Alex clean Tor up.
“So, you’d describe yourself as semi-butch?” Bexley asked.
“Well, I’m no femme,” Alex replied. “My mother can convince me to slip into a dress for events every now and then, but I prefer pants when I can get away with it. I like to open the door for ladies. I try to pull out chairs if they let me. And yes, I suppose I would like my future wife to have our babies because while I want them, I don’t particularly want to carry them myself.” She finished up with Tor, lifting him into the air, and asked, “Hey, do you think we could keep the baby diarrhea to a minimum while your Aunt Bex and I are taking care of you? Feel free to fill that nappy up all you want when your mums return.”
Bexley laughed at how Tor looked down at Alex and said, “He looks like he’s concentrating really hard.”
“Yes. That can’t be good,” Alex replied, laughing a little. “I think he’s about to go again. So, I’ll just put you down in your crib until you’re done, buddy.” She placed the boy in his crib, which had his name above it in the same dark-green paint on the accent wall as did Julia’s.
“She’s quieted down,” Bexley pointed out.
“She likes you,” Alex said, walking over to them and rubbing little Julia’s back while she stood just a few inches from Bexley.
If anyone had walked in the room right now, it would’ve looked like Alex and Bexley were holding their daughter between them, and there was something about that that made Bexley smile a little. She’d have to unpack that later.
“I can tag in if you need to go,” Alex offered, still rubbing Julia’s back as the baby pressed her face to Bexley’s neck. “I was late, after all.”
“I think she’s going to fall back asleep,” Bexley said.
“Why don’t you take her to your room and lie down with her until Tor does his business? He’ll probably go back to sleep right after. I can then come and get her and bring her here.”
“I’m okay,” Bexley replied, sitting in the rocking chair. “I was just reading an article anyway.”
“About what?” Alex asked, sitting on the sofa.
“Just work stuff. It’s boring.”
“Tell me. I want to know.”
“The article is called Diagnostic Criteria of Developmental Apraxia of Speech Used by Clinical Speech-Language Pathologists,” Bexley replied.
“Got it,” Alex said with wide eyes.
“Do you have any thoughts on that?” Bexley teased.
“Yes, that was a lot of big words you just said.”
Bexley laughed a little, and Julia cooed, so Bexley started rocking in the chair.
“You’re going to be a great mum,” Alex told her.
“How do you know that?”
“Because you’re made for it. You look so in your element right now,” Alex replied.
“Well, I’m not getting any younger, so it needs to happen soon.”
“Have you ever thought of having one on your own?”
“No, I know I want a wife to do this with me,” Bexley said.
“Yeah, me too,” Alex replied, smiling over at her. Then, she cleared her throat, stood, and walked over to Tor. “I think he’s done. He isn’t concentrating as hard, and…” She bent down. “Yeah, he’s ready.”
Bexley laughed as Alex moved him back to the table to change him again.
“Do you have a preference? Boy or girl?” she asked.
“Healthy is my preference,” Alex said. “But if I can, I’d like both. I’m not all that young, either, so the clock is ticking for me, too.”
A few minutes later, Bexley took Julia back to the crib and gently placed her down to get some more sleep, while Alex finished with Tor and put him back into his own crib.
“Hey, how did you get into speech pathology?” Alex asked in a half-whisper as they both sat on the sofa.
“Oh, that’s kind of a long story.”
“I’m not going anywhere.”
“You don’t have to take another call from your mom?”
“No, I asked her to leave me alone,” Alex replied.
“You asked the Queen of England to leave you alone?”
“She’s technically the Queen Consort. My father is the King, but she’s not a Queen by blood like Alice or Elizabeth in St. Rais.”
“Still…”
“She thinks I’m here to shirk my responsibilities. I explained what I was doing here, and I got a lecture, so I asked her to give me some time right now.”
“You didn’t tell her why you were coming here?”
“She’s my mother, but I am an adult,” Alex replied. “Anyway, back to my original point. I’m not going anywhere, and they’re asleep. Do you want to eat dinner and talk about why you got into your career? I can bring the baby monitor.” She nodded toward the monitors on the changing table.
“You don’t have anything else you should be doing?” Bexley asked.
“Nope. I’m on babysitting duty with you this weekend.” Alex smiled at her.
“Okay. Let’s go.”



CHAPTER 11
“Bexley?”
“Huh? What?” Bexley asked as her eyes shot open.
Before that, Alex had walked into the nursery to check on the twins, since it was around time for their next feeding, and she’d found Bexley asleep on the sofa. She’d looked so adorable, snuggled up with a stuffed elephant as her pillow and one of the baby blankets barely covering her for warmth.
“Did you sleep in here?” Alex asked her, kneeling down in front of her.
“Oh. Yeah… Well, I didn’t plan on it,” Bexley said. “But Julia had a hard time falling back to sleep after I came to check on them, so I stayed in case she woke up her brother, and I guess I fell asleep.”
“I gave this to them,” Alex said.
“What?” Bexley asked.
“Your pillow,” Alex explained, pointing to the elephant still under Bexley’s head. “There are two of them. This one is Julia’s. She got the blue one. Tor got the gray one.”
“Oh, sorry,” Bexley said, handing Alex the elephant and sitting up.
“Don’t be sorry. I just hope she was comfortable.”
“She?”
“Yes, they come with names and an entire animal backstory. This one is a girl elephant, and Tor got the boy elephant. I have a friend of a friend who designs them.”
“Designs stuffed animals?” Bexley asked, yawning.
“Yes. We went to university together.” Alex stood up fully, placing the elephant on the sofa beside Bexley. When one of the babies made a sound, she added, “I think it’s time for their breakfast.”
“I’ll get it,” Bexley said.
“No, you stay. I got to sleep in an actual bed last night. You had an elephant for a pillow and a blanket made for an infant over your body. Do you want to go shower or maybe at least get a little more sleep?”
“It’s better if they eat at the same time. We can maybe feed them, burp them, then put them back down for a bit and grab some breakfast for ourselves.”
“That sounds like a good idea. I was thinking that it might be nice to take them for a walk on the palace grounds later today.”
“I think that could be fun,” Bexley said with a smile. “Can I maybe run and brush my teeth while you prepare their breakfast? I need to change, too.”
“You look all right to me,” Alex replied, promptly blushing.
Bexley was wearing a pair of pink pajama pants with waffles and mimosas and the words, “Let’s do brunch,” on them in white lettering, as well as a white T-shirt that left little to the imagination. Alex hadn’t noticed it when Bexley was still lying down with the green-and-yellow baby blanket covering her, but now, she could see the shape of Bexley’s full breasts and even the smallest peaks of nipples. Alex looked away quickly, hoping Bexley hadn’t seen her staring at her.
“Thanks, but I don’t think this is how you’re supposed to greet a future Queen – morning breath and embarrassing pajamas.” Bexley chuckled.
Alex had a whole lot of ideas about how Bexley could greet her in the morning, and this was one she’d certainly be perfectly happy with.
“I’ll get things ready in here. Take your time,” she said instead.
With Bexley out of the room, Alex took a deep breath just as Tor began to wake up. She moved to prepare their breakfast, deciding that this morning, they could have some mashed bananas along with their bottles. Nora had placed their fold-up high chairs against the wardrobe in order to feed the twins in here, so Alex had them set up and ready to go. When Bexley returned, Alex passed her the spoon and the baby food. Then, Bexley took Tor, and Alex took Julia.
“Bananas, huh?” Bexley said as they each faced their respective baby.
“Do you have a thing against bananas?”
“No, just making conversation.”
“And we’re so desperate for topics that we have to talk about fruit?” Alex teased.
Bexley laughed and said, “I slept on a sofa with an elephant for a pillow. Give me a minute to fully wake up.”
Alex laughed as well before turning to watch Bexley carefully wipe mashed bananas off Tor’s face.
“Well, he seems to like my bananas,” she noted.
“Say bananas again.”
“Why?” Alex asked.
“Because it sounds funny in your accent.”
“What accent?” Alex joked.
◆◆◆
 
“So, when you say there’s no one there, you really mean no one.”
“Yeah,” Bexley replied as they walked. “My dad died a few years ago of colon cancer. My mom died when I was younger. Alice and I kind of bonded over losses, I guess. My brothers were already working the oil rig when my dad passed, so they decided we should sell the feed store instead of trying to take it over. There’s a lot more money in what they’re doing anyway. Now, it’s just me there with my grandmother.”
“So, your brothers just left you there?”
“Not exactly. They come home when they can, but their jobs require them to be gone for months at a time, and they like what they do. They didn’t go to school like I did, so making the kind of money they’re making will help set them up without having to worry about much. They also send money when they can, but I make enough to support us, so I’ve been putting what they send away for Grandma’s assisted living facility, and some of it goes into college funds I’ve started for my future nieces and nephews.”
“Assisted living facility?”
“She refuses to move in with me. She’s incredibly stubborn, but she’s also getting older. She was thirty-seven when she had my mother. She can’t hang on to her house and keep it up much longer. She already found a place, and I’ve researched it; I just hate that she won’t let me take care of her.”
“She probably believes it’s her job to take care of you,” Alex replied as she pushed the twins in their double stroller, hearing them sort of babble at each other. “Do you think that’s their special twin language?”
“I think that’s baby babble,” Bexley said. “Do you think they’re warm enough?”
“I think they’re all right. They seem to be enjoying their walk,” Alex replied, looking around the back garden of the palace. “They’ve really cleaned this place up since we were last here.”
“Yes, it’s beautiful now.” Bexley looked around as well.
Alex took the chance to stare at the woman again, and the light hit her in such a way that her golden hair made her look almost angelic. Alex reveled in it, but the sound of Bexley’s phone chiming in her jacket pocket broke the spell.
“Sorry. It could be Alice or Nora.” Bexley pulled the phone out and added, “Oh. Just an email.”
“With more instructions? They’ll be back tomorrow,” Alex said, laughing. “I wonder if I’ll be this insane when I have children.”
“It’s not from them,” Bexley replied, her tone changing.
“Something wrong?” Alex asked, turning back to her now.
“No, it’s fine.”
“Hey, I was thinking,” Alex began. “Since I’m here for a bit, maybe we could–” She looked over at Bexley again, hoping for a sign that Bexley would be on board with them going on an actual date. Instead, she found the woman staring at her phone. “Bexley?”
“Oh, I’m sorry. Can we stop walking for a second?”
“Of course.” Alex stopped the stroller. “Is everything okay?”
“It’s from someone I wasn’t expecting to hear from,” Bexley replied. “Well, not like this, at least.”
“Oh?” Alex tried not to appear overly curious.
“My ex-girlfriend emailed me.”
“Your…” Alex swallowed.
“We were talking about getting back together before I came here, but we agreed to figure things out when I got back.”
“I see.” Alex pretended to check on the twins. “Did she say something in there that changes that plan?”
“She still loves me and wants us to be a couple again. She can wait, but she wants to talk. She’s not going to see anyone while I’m here.” Bexley locked her phone and turned to Alex. “I’m sorry. This isn’t a good conversation topic for a nice afternoon walk.”
“It’s better than bananas,” Alex joked, trying to keep the mood light.
“Say bananas again,” Bexley replied, smiling at her.
Alex laughed and asked, “So, what are you going to do?”
“Well, I’m going to keep walking. It’s not something I want to deal with right now.”
“Can I ask you something?” Alex chanced as they resumed walking again.
“Sure.”
“Do you still love her?” Alex swallowed as she waited for the response that could cause her heart to break.
Everything rested on this moment. If Bexley said yes, that would be it. Alex wasn’t interested in being with a woman who was in love with someone else.
“Honestly, I don’t think so,” Bexley said, and Alex let out the breath she’d been holding, finding a little bit of hope in that response. “It’s hard to explain, but things with Holly and I ended abruptly and strangely,” Bexley added. “I think she’s holding on to something that’s not there anymore, but I can’t fault her because I think I was, too.” She then paused before offering, “Can I push them for you? You’ve been pushing this thing the whole time.”
“I’ve got them,” Alex replied, allowing a smile to form.
◆◆◆
 
“What are you doing in here again?” Alex asked.
“It’s just easier,” Bexley spoke. “I can be here if they need me.”
“And you couldn’t at least bring an adult-sized blanket and a real pillow this time?” Alex smiled at her.
“I figured you’d come and wake me since you can’t seem to stop checking on them, either,” Bexley replied.
Alex had just gotten out of a long shower after such an amazing day with Bexley, and when she’d come to check on the twins, she found the woman lying on the sofa, with her phone in her hand and yet another stuffed animal under her head.
“I’ll be right back,” Alex told her before walking away and returning with a blanket and a couple of pillows. Then, she dropped the blanket on top of Bexley and handed her one of the pillows. After she put the other one on the back of the sofa, she said, “Scoot over.” And when she sat down on the sofa, she took Bexley’s legs and placed them over her own. “Better?”
“Are you staying in here, too?”
“Not all night. They’re going to be all right, Bex.” Alex took the blanket and spread it over Bexley’s legs and her own lap. “We have the baby monitors. So, we’ll stay for a bit, and then I’m seeing you off to bed.”
“I just worry about them,” Bexley said.
“I know. It’s sweet.” Alex smiled softly at her. “So, are you reading the email again?”
“Email?”
“From your ex-girlfriend?”
“Oh, no. I’m reading work emails. I’m on a sabbatical, but I’m still checking in,” Bexley explained.
When one of the babies stirred, Alex said, “I’ll check.” She stood, walked to Julia’s crib, and found her staring up at her. “Hi, sweetheart. Did you wake up?” she asked softly so as not to wake Tor. “It’s not time to be awake yet, baby Julia.” Alex smiled down at the little girl and rubbed her belly. Julia looked like she was about to cry, so Alex added, “Okay. Okay. I’ve got you.” She picked Julia up and rubbed her back slowly, trying to keep her from crying. Then, she sat in the rocking chair and began to rock. “You should go get some sleep, Bexley. I can handle this.”
“You know what I wish?” Bexley put her phone away and slid her hand under the pillow.
“What?”
“That the tabloids that seemed so interested in you reported on this; how you are with them.”
Alex smiled at that.



CHAPTER 12
“How’s this?” Alex asked.
“Yeah, that’s good. Thank you,” Bexley replied. “Be honest, though: does this look like a classroom?”
“It has tables, and you’ll be at the front of the room. I’m not sure what makes up a classroom, but this seems like one to me,” Alex said, taking a long drink of her water.
“I’m not a teacher. I don’t know what I was thinking agreeing to this,” Bexley admitted.
“What are you talking about?”
“I was a TA when I was in grad school, but that’s it. That’s my experience. What made me think I could teach these students?”
“Bex, you’re one of the best at what you do. Of course, you can teach them,” Alex told her, placing the half-empty bottle on the table toward the back of the would-be classroom. “This is just nerves. You’re going to be great.”
“How the hell am I going to explain that there’s a Princess in the back of the room?”
“You can tell them I’m here because I’m interested in starting a similar program. I promise, I’ll just sit in the back. I won’t get in the way,” Alex replied. “Are you worried I’ll be a distraction? If so, I can go. I don’t want to mess this up for you.”
Bexley thought about it for a second. She could ask Alex not to audit today, at least. It was the first day of the program, and Bexley needed to find her stride, really, before she had outsiders observing her. She was already nervous about the students arriving soon. She’d handpicked them, but that was based on their application and performance in their undergraduate programs. It wasn’t necessarily indicative of their future results, and this might not even be the career they want at the end of the program. Bexley wasn’t worried about all that, though. She was more concerned about her own ability to teach them.
“Bex, you have a staff of people you manage back home, right?” Alex asked, walking to the front of the room.
“It’s not the same thing.”
“Don’t you have to teach your new people or trainees?”
“Yes, but they’ve earned their graduate degrees and have clinical experience. These kids don’t have either of those things.”
“And you’re going to give that to them,” Alex replied, placing her hand on Bexley’s upper arm, rubbing it slightly. “That’s amazing, Bex. You remember what it was like when you were new to all of this, don’t you?”
“Yes.”
“And you’ve planned a solid curriculum that’s appropriate for their level?”
“Yes.”
“Then, I’ll leave you alone today. It was probably wrong of me to come on the first day. Sometimes, when I’ve been out of the chaos for a bit, I forget about it. I hadn’t thought that I might be a distraction for you. Honestly, I wanted to see you in action.” Alex smiled. “You’re great at what you do.”
“I can share the curriculum and the plans with you, and you can send it to whomever you’d have run this thing back in the UK.”
“I was sort of hoping you’d run it,” Alex said, smiling still.
“Me?” she asked, surprised.
“Why not?”
“I have a job back home, Alex. I took a few months off to come here, but–”
“What’s a few more months, really?” Alex asked.
The sound of the whirring began.
“They’re here,” Bexley stated.
“I’ll go,” Alex replied, dropping her hand from Bexley’s arm.
“No, you should stay,” Bexley requested. “You helped me build this. You should get to see it in action on its first day. I’m just nervous.”
“Are you certain?” Alex checked.
“I’m sure, yeah. Can you just maybe hide in one of the offices, though? I’ll introduce you once they’re all settled.”
“You want me to hide in an office?” Alex asked.
The elevator doors opened.
“Alex!”
“Okay. Okay. Better than a closet, I suppose,” she said, laughing.
Alex quickly took off to the closest office and closed the door behind her. Bexley felt like an idiot. She’d just made an actual Princess run and hide.
“Hello. Welcome,” she greeted the three people who emerged from the elevator.
◆◆◆
 
“So, the idea with this program is that you will get classroom time and clinical experience. We have a list of patients who have requested to be part of the program, and they understand that you are students, but you won’t ever be alone with a patient. I will be involved in all consultations as a precaution. In order to do this, we will split up at times, and some of you will have exercises to do out here. Some will be reviewing articles to later present findings. We will have no more than two of you in the room with a patient at a time, and that will only be the adults. For our underage patients, it will be one of you, me, and, of course, their parent or guardian,” Bexley explained. “By the time you leave here, my hope is that you have enough information to determine if this is the career path you’d like to take. And you all know about the possibility of scholarships for top performers.” She watched them take notes and nod. “Now, before we begin to get into the content for today, I wanted to let you know one more thing. We will have guests audit from time to time. This is a program sponsored by the Queens of Kleinland, so there is a good chance they will make an appearance, but beyond that, we have a guest today that I’m sure you all know. She is here because she’s interested in learning more about what we do here, so she will be sitting in for the rest of the day. I would ask you all to make sure to conduct yourselves professionally and not to let any of our potential guests distract you from your purpose here.” Bexley turned her head toward the office Alex had been hiding in for the past twenty minutes. “Your Royal Highness,” she said.
When Alex emerged from the office, she earned instant gasps. Then, Bexley watched two students reach for their phones.
“Absolutely not,” she said quickly.
They stopped mid-reach but were now on Bexley’s list.
“Hello, everyone,” Alex offered with a wave to the group. “I’m only here to observe, and I won’t get in the way at all. Please respect whatever Dr. Woods tells you. And yes, I’d appreciate no pictures or videos. In fact, if you can keep it to yourselves that I’m here, period, I would greatly appreciate it. The security team you saw when you came up is here because of me. If people find out I’m coming here every day, that team will become an army, and it’s likely I won’t be able to come back at all. Dr. Woods is amazing at what she does, and I’d love to find a way to include what she’s doing here into the programs back home. Anyway, I will just sit in the back,” Alex concluded.
“Thank you, Ma’am,” Bexley said, recovering from the blush Alex’s words caused.
Alex nodded and walked to the back of the room with all eyes on her. Bexley knew part of it was because Alex was a Princess, but she also wondered if some of it was because Alex was a gorgeous woman. Her brown hair had some light-brown highlights in it, and that all worked so well with her green eyes, which shifted their color at times based on the lighting. Bexley had noticed that the other night when they’d spent time together in the nursery.
When they’d gotten the twins down for the night, they’d stayed. The babies hadn’t woken as they’d talked for a couple of hours. Bexley had lain back down with her legs in Alex’s lap. Alex’s hands had rested on top of them over the blanket, and they stayed that way until well after two in the morning. Finally, Bexley had fallen asleep. When one of the babies stirring had woken her up, Alex was still there, with her hands on top of Bexley’s legs, sitting up with her head back against the pillow, asleep. Bexley had smiled then. She’d wondered in that moment if anyone had ever seen the Princess quite like this. She doubted Alex’s mother cared enough about these moments, and while Bexley knew Alex and her brother were close, she also doubted that he’d seen her like this.
“That’s lunch,” Bexley announced. “When we come back, we’ll review patient history, and I’ll give you all your schedules for the next two weeks.”
The students stood and packed up some of their things, leaving the rest in their spots. Alex stood as well, and Bexley watched as the students bowed and greeted Alex as they left. Alex was polite and stood there until they were all gone, heading down in the elevator, with two of them choosing the stairs.
“You are insanely good at this,” Alex told her, walking quickly toward the front of the room.
“What?” Bexley asked, laughing a little as she closed her laptop that had been connected to the projector.
“What do you mean, what? You had them all taking notes like crazy.”
“It’s day one. They’re writing everything down because they don’t know what they’ll need to remember yet.”
“Bex, give yourself some credit, please. I’m a Princess – I’m sitting in the room, and none of them are looking at me. In fact, not a single one even turned around to see what I was doing the whole time you were talking. Do you know how rare that is?”
“What if they tell people you’re here?”
“Oh, they will. One of them will say something to someone. It’ll happen.” Alex appeared not to think much of it.
“Shit. Really? I should’ve had them sign something. I–”
“It’s all right. If press shows up, I’ll have someone make a statement about why I’m here and tell them I’m heading home soon.”
“You are?” Bexley asked, surprised at that new information.
“I’ll have to, eventually,” Alex replied.
“Right,” Bexley said softly, realizing that thought made her a little sad. “So, lunch? I can go to a different place today.”
“No way. Today’s your first day of teaching. You’re not running out to grab lunch because I can’t. I already messaged one of the guards downstairs. He should be back soon with something for us.”
“Really?” Bexley asked.
“I asked him to get pizza. I hope that’s okay.”
“Oh,” Bexley said, disappointed.
“I know; Kleinland’s pizza is awful.” Alex laughed lightly. “However, there’s one Domino’s in Kleinland, and it is only two blocks away. He went there.”
“Oh, thank God,” Bexley replied, laughing as well. “I want to like it; I really do. But every kind of pizza here has some kind of fish on it and ends up with soggy crust.”
Alex laughed a bit more before offering, “Hey, tonight, I was thinking that you and I could grab dinner.”
“Sure,” Bexley agreed.
“Yeah?” Alex asked, smiling at her.
“Just no Kleinland pizza, please,” Bexley told her.
“No, not at all. I’ll set everything up. We’ll have to eat at the palace, but I’ll make the arrangements.”
“Okay,” Bexley replied, wondering what kind of arrangements would need to be made, but then the elevator opened. “American food,” she said on a sigh.
Alex laughed again.
◆◆◆
 
When Bexley got back to the palace, she quickly changed out of her work clothes and into something more casual. Donning a T-shirt and a pair of jeans, she added a sweater over it, knowing that the dining room was often cold despite the raging fire. Then, she opened her computer to check her work email and remembered that she still hadn’t responded to Holly’s email from a few days ago.
“Well, I’m an asshole,” she said to herself.
She decided that she’d put it off long enough, and instead of typing out an email first, she checked her watch and calculated the time difference. She didn’t want to do this over email or text, but she knew right now she’d only be leaving a voicemail anyway, so she typed a quick response to Holly saying that she’d like to talk whenever Holly could. Then, she closed her computer and headed downstairs. When she opened her bedroom door to leave, though, she was surprised to find Alex standing there.
“Oh, hey,” she spoke.
Alex looked good. She’d changed out of what she had worn that day into a suit. Alex was wearing a sexy suit now. No, it wasn’t sexy. Bexley shook her head as if to shake that word out of her vocabulary when referring to a Princess. Alex had on a pair of very nice, shiny black shoes, matching pants that hugged her perfectly, and a tailored suit jacket. Her crisp white shirt under it was unbuttoned at the top, revealing a whole lot more skin than Bexley had ever seen Alex expose before. In fact, there was something between Alex’s breasts she hadn’t known was there.
“You’re…” Bexley muttered. “You…”
Alex looked her up and down before saying, “You look great.”
“I don’t. I look awful. You’re all dressed up,” Bexley replied. “I thought we were eating here,” she added.
“We are,” Alex confirmed. “I thought the occasion called for a bit of dress-up, but you do not look awful. I like you in sweaters and jeans.”
Had Bexley heard that right? Alex liked her in something?
“You have a…” Bexley pointed between Alex’s breasts like an idiot.
Alex looked down and said, “Oh, right. No one knows. Well, some women know.”
“Some?”
“Well, I’m no virginal Princess, Bexley.”
“What is it?” Bexley asked of the black ink on Alex’s chest.
“It’s the symbol for freedom,” Alex explained. “I got it when I was twenty years old. My friend had a friend who owned a tattoo shop.”
“Freedom, huh?”
“I felt like I needed it back then.”
“Not anymore?” Bexley asked.
“Always, probably,” Alex replied. “Shall we go? I made sure there would be no Kleinland pizza.”
“Why no pizza?” Alice asked as she and Nora approached from down the hall with the babies in their double stroller.
“Oh, hi,” Alex said.
“How did it go today?” Alice asked Bexley.
“It went really well. I was going to stop by later and tell you all about it.”
“Nora and I are having a night in with Grandma and the kids later. Can we do it now?” Alice turned to Alex. “Hey, you look nice.”
“Thank you,” Alex replied, looking a little disappointed.
“Do the buttons at the top of your shirt not work, Alex?” Nora asked.
Alice laughed at her wife and said, “Bex, want to come in while we get the kids changed?”
“Oh,” Bexley muttered, looking at Alex. “Is that okay with you? Maybe we can–”
“Of course.” Alex nodded at her. “Of course,” she repeated.
“Tomorrow night, we could do–”
“I should go,” Alex blurted, interrupting her again. “I need to call my brother and check in on things back home anyway. I’ll see you all tomorrow. Good night.”
Alex rushed off down the hall and closed her bedroom door behind her.
“What was that all about?” Nora asked.
“I don’t know,” Bexley replied.



CHAPTER 13
“Morning,” Alice said to Alex when Alex walked into the living area of Alice and Nora’s suite.
“I have a bone to pick with you, Your Majesty,” Alex spoke, sitting down next to Alice, who had just put down her coffee mug on the table.
“With me?”
“What the hell happened last night?”
“Last night?”
“Yes, last night.”
“I watched a movie with my wife and grandmother-in-law. We put the twins to bed and–”
“Before that. What happened with Bexley?”
“Bexley? Nothing. Is something wrong?”
“You rather interrupted us, Alice.”
“Interrupted you?”
“Did you not see how I was dressed? I had on my date outfit.”
“You have a date outfit?” Alice asked, looking like she was about to laugh at the thought. “Wait. You and Bexley went on a date?” She shot forward on the sofa.
“No, we didn’t. I was standing at her door, trying to pick her up, and you interrupted us and absconded with my potential date.”
“I’m so confused. Potential?”
“I asked her out yesterday.”
“You did?” Alice asked.
“Yes, when we were at lunch. I decided to just go for it and ask her to have dinner with me last night. Then, I got all dressed up, and you interrupted.”
“Shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t know. Back to the date outfit thing, though,” Alice said.
“It’s not one outfit. It’s more of a feeling.”
“How does that work?”
“I never get to dress how I want in public, do I? I’m either in military dress or wearing an actual dress. And, on the rare occasion I can get away with wearing pants, I can’t just dress like a lesbian, as my mother would say.”
“You did look like a lesbian last night.” Alice smiled at her.
“Yes, that’s what I was going for.” Alex sighed. “I had a whole dinner planned, Alice.”
“Why didn’t Bexley tell me? I would’ve understood. I’ve been trying to get you two together forever, Alex.”
“She didn’t say anything?” Alex asked.
“Not a word about a date. I asked her why you were at her door, and she just said you two were going to grab dinner downstairs.”
“Oh,” Alex said, disappointed.
“Alex, how exactly did you ask Bexley out?”
“I asked her to dinner.”
“And?”
“And what?”
“Did you use the word date?”
“No, it was implied.”
“Implied? Alex, you don’t just imply you want a date with someone. You ask them out on a date,” Alice told her.
“I asked her to have dinner with me. I told her I’d make arrangements,” Alex replied.
“Have you ever actually had to ask a woman out?” Alice asked then.
“Of course,” she said.
“Really?”
“Well…” Alex tried to remember an example.
“Alex, have you ever asked a woman out before?”
“I don’t know, actually,” she replied. “I’ve had girlfriends, and I’ve been on dates, obviously, but…”
“They were set up by your mother or by someone else?”
“Most of the time, yes. At university, I fell into something, but I don’t recall having to ask her out on a date.”
“I think you thought you asked Bexley out, but I’m not sure Bexley understood that that was what you were doing.”
Alex leaned back against the sofa and said, “Well, fuck.”
Alice patted her on the knee and said, “Just ask her out again. And this time, make sure to use the word date.”
“Do you know how much courage it took me to finally ask her out the first time?” Alex asked.
“Alex, you like her. Just tell her that.”
“I don’t know what it is about her… I’ve never had this problem before.”
“You’ve never had feelings for anyone like Bexley before,” Alice suggested.
“I had feelings for you.”
“You had a crush,” Alice said, smiling. “Is what you feel for Bexley just a crush?”
“No, it’s far from it.” She turned her head to Alice. “I watched her take control of that classroom yesterday, and my God, Alice, she’s so smart.”
“She’s brilliant, yes.”
“The students were writing down every single word she said. They were enamored. I was, too. No, I was transfixed by her. I thought about being a speech therapist for a minute.”
Alice laughed and said, “Bexley loves what she does more than just about anything.”
“She’s too good for me.”
“I’d imagine she’s thinking the same thing about you.”
“I don’t have an advanced degree, and I’m definitely not at the top of any field.”
“You’re a Princess that will one day become Queen, Alex. Bex and I are Americans. We didn’t grow up with a monarchy. It’s such a foreign concept to us, but even we know enough to realize that Princesses are kind of at the top of the social status. Well, Kings and Queens are maybe at the top.”
“I’m still just a person, Alice.”
“So is she, which means you both have your own insecurities and doubts, just like the rest of us. Don’t you remember the advice you gave Nora about me? You told her not to be stupid, and she finally kissed me, Alex. You need to be honest with Bex if you actually expect anything to happen.”
“Do you happen to know if she’s talked to her ex-girlfriend since she’s been here?”
“Holly? No. She told me Holly emailed her, though.”
“Did she tell you what she’s going to do about that email?”
“She messaged her back that they needed to talk. That’s all I know. And even if I did know more, you wouldn’t get it out of me. You’re both my friends. I’m not going to spy for you, Alex.”
“I know. I’m sorry,” Alex replied.
“Nora and I are going to St. Rais to visit Elizabeth and Palmer. You and Bex are invited.”
“No way,” Alex said.
“You love the hot springs. We’re staying at their cabins up there.”
“I’m not going on some weird triple date when I haven’t even asked her out yet, apparently.”
“It’s not a triple date.”
“It’s two married couples and two single women.”
“Yes, and no one is saying those two single women need to like each other, be on a date, or otherwise even acknowledge each other’s existence. It’s just a short trip. It’s the only time Elizabeth and Palmer can do it before they go to spend time in the States visiting Palmer’s family.”
“I don’t know, Alice.” She took a deep breath.
“You’re going. Decision made,” Alice stated, patting Alex on the knee again. “Think of it as a chance to see how things could go. The springs are romantic, and you can use it as a chance to feel Bexley out.”
“I’d rather be feeling her up,” Alex joked.
“That’s an option, too, I guess.” Alice laughed.
◆◆◆
 
Alex had gone for a walk after they’d returned to the palace for the evening. She’d spent the day watching Bexley in action again, and she’d had a very nice fantasy of Bexley at the front of the room, with her glasses being held at her lips. None of the students were there, but Alex was in the front row. Bexley had worn a pencil skirt today with a blouse tucked into it. In her fantasy, Alex had untucked it, pushed that skirt up a bit, pulled at the thin panties beneath until they were on the floor somewhere, and then helped Bexley lie down on the table. Alex’s lips had been on Bexley’s thighs, kissing up and getting closer to where she wanted to be. When, in her fantasy, she’d taken Bexley with her mouth, Bexley had yelled her name and had her hand on the back of Alex’s head, begging her not to stop. Alex hadn’t stopped.
“Oh, hey,” Bexley said.
“Bexley!” Alex spoke back, stopping her steps and blushing instantly.
She’d just been thinking about how good Bexley had tasted in her fantasy, and now, the woman was standing right in front of her, looking so sexy in a light-blue peacoat and a pair of skinny jeans.
“You okay?” Bexley asked, tucking her phone into her jacket pocket.
“Yes, I’m all right. How are you?”
“I’m okay,” Bexley replied before adding, “I just got off the phone with my ex-girlfriend.”
“Oh?” Alex asked, her curiosity peaked.
“Yeah… I’ve been trying to get ahold of her. I didn’t want to just email back and forth.”
“Of course. How did it go?” Alex tucked her hands into her coat pocket.
“About as good as can be expected. I told her I think we should call this what it is.”
“What does that mean, exactly?”
“Over,” Bexley said, sighing. “It’s over with us. She asked me to take some time to think about it and tell her when I got back. I told her I’d thought about it already, but she didn’t take it well.”
“I’m sorry,” Alex offered.
“Me too,” Bexley replied. “So, what are you doing out here?”
“I walk a lot,” Alex explained. “Usually, to clear my head.”
“Are you stressed about something?” Bexley asked.
“What? No.”
“Oh, okay.”
“I don’t know. Maybe,” Alex replied.
“Well, I can leave you alone. I just needed fresh air to take the call for some reason.”
“No, you don’t have to leave me alone. I wouldn’t mind the company, actually.”
“Okay. For a few minutes? I have some work I need to do.”
“You were great today, by the way,” Alex said as they started walking in the same direction now.
“Thanks. We’re getting through the initial content, which is good. I’m thinking we have at least two who won’t make it through the program, though.”
“Why do you think that?”
“Just a hunch.” Bexley shrugged.
“Why don’t I believe that?” Alex asked.
“I don’t know.” Bexley laughed.
God, she was so cute when she laughed.
“Hey, Alice and Nora are going to St. Rais. We’ve been invited.”
“To St. Rais?”
“Yes, to the hot springs. Have you been?”
“No, I haven’t.”
“We should go,” Alex said.
“Oh, I don’t think I can. I’ve got so much work to do here, and I’m still keeping an eye on things back home. Plus, my–”
“Bex, you’re not here all that long. You shouldn’t be working the whole time. Come with us.” Alex stopped walking and turned to Bexley, who did the same. “Come with me.”
“Don’t you get into the hot springs? I don’t have a suit here. It’s not exactly bathing-suit weather.”
“I am certain we can solve that problem. When we do, will you go?”
Bexley laughed again and said, “Okay. Fine. I do have to check some email while I’m there, though.”
“So, I should plan to tell Elizabeth to make sure the internet doesn’t work. Got it.”
“Hey!” Bexley said while laughing.



CHAPTER 14
“What is this about St. Rais?” Bexley asked Alice the following day.
“The country?”
“About us going there,” Bexley clarified.
“Oh, yeah. Nora and I are leaving Thursday. We have some work to do there before we can earn our fun weekend in the springs.”
“You’re bringing the twins to hot springs?”
“They will be in the cabin with the nanny. I’ve made sure not to ask you or Alex to babysit so you two could enjoy your time there, too.” She smiled at Bexley.
“I couldn’t get Tor to go down for his nap, so I brought him in here,” Nora announced, walking into Alice’s office. “Can he work with Mom for a bit while his other mother goes back to the office?” She walked around the desk and gave Alice a kiss.
“Sure. Hi, baby,” she said to Tor. “And hi, baby,” she said again, looking back up at Nora this time. “You really have to go back to the office?”
Nora put Tor in the playpen by the desk and said, “Yes. I’m trying to get everything wrapped up before we leave for St. Rais.”
“Someone wants to make sure she finishes things at work before we leave for the weekend.” Alice winked at her wife.
“I do. I want to enjoy my time with my beautiful wife and our friends.” Nora leaned down and kissed Tor on the head. “One day, little man, you will want to take someone to the hot springs. When you do, you will treat them with respect. Understood?”
Bexley and Alice laughed quietly, and then Bexley added, “I guess it’s never too early to start all that.”
“She’s determined to raise a gentleman,” Alice replied.
“Yes, I am.” Nora leaned down and kissed Alice again. “I’ll see you later.”
“Love you.”
“I love you, too,” Nora told her. “Bye, Bex.”
“See you later,” Bexley replied. Once Nora was gone, Bexley returned her attention to Alice. “Back to St. Rais.”
“Yes, we are going to St. Rais. Yes, I invited you. What’s the problem?”
“I can’t go, Alice. I need to stay here and work.”
“No, you need to have a little fun while you’re here, too.”
“Didn’t you guys just have fun? Alex and I watched your kids for you so you could go have that fun.”
Alice laughed and said, “We had private fun, yes, but we haven’t seen Elizabeth and Palmer since the babies were born. They asked us to visit, and my guess is that part of that invitation has to do with that adorable little boy over there and his equally adorable sister in the nursery.”
“Great. You guys go. Take Alex. I’ll stay here and–”
“Take Alex?” Alice asked.
“Yeah, she’s the one who told me about the trip.”
“Why do you want her to go, but you plan on staying?”
“I didn’t say that,” Bexley replied. “She’s just around a lot, and it’s great, but it makes it hard for me to get any work done.”
“Why?”
“Because she’s distracting.”
“Distracting?”
“Al, focus,” Bexley said.
“I am focused. You find Alex distracting.”
“Sometimes, yes. She sits in the back of the room when I’m teaching and just kind of stares at me.”
“Like your students do?”
“Yeah, but she’s not a student.”
“She’s there to audit the program, Bex.”
“But it feels like she’s auditing me. She even suggested I go to the UK with her to start the program.”
“She did?”
“Yes. I told her I couldn’t, obviously, but… I don’t know. She just seems really interested in what I do.”
“Isn’t that a good thing? You’re here to get people interested in it.”
“Not the future Queen of England,” Bexley argued.
Tor started to fuss, so Alice looked over at him, smiling.
“He doesn’t like being away from Jules,” she said.
“Really? When Alex and I were babysitting, we had them in the same crib for, like, thirty seconds, and they didn’t seem too happy about it.”
“Were either of them gassy? It was probably gas.”
“Why are we talking about baby gas?”
“Because you’re going to St. Rais. Alex is going to St. Rais. It’s arranged. It’s happening.” Alice stood up and picked up her son.
“It’s not that I don’t want to go, Al. I just might need to do some work while I’m there.”
“I can compromise on that as long as it’s not too much work,” Alice replied, holding Tor on her hip. “Is it just me, or has he gained, like, fifteen pounds since yesterday?”
“I don’t think it’s quite fifteen,” Bexley teased.
◆◆◆
 
“So, this is your plane?” Bexley asked when they climbed on board the private jet.
“This one is all mine, yes,” Alex said. “There’s a rule that I’m not allowed to fly in the same plane as my father. So, as heir, I get this one, and he gets the much better one. They’ve relaxed the rules a bit since plane travel isn’t as risky as it used to be, but my mother insists on it. Until I have children, at least, we fly separately.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“Does your brother have a plane, too?”
“No, he flies commercial.”
“Really?” Bexley asked for the second time as they walked down the plane’s aisle.
“No.” Alex laughed. “There’s another plane for all the royals. He’s on that one, mostly. Technically, he can fly with my father.”
“Because he’s not the heir,” Bexley said.
“That’s right,” Alex replied. “Despite what, I am certain, my parents wish, I was born first.” Alex sat down in one of the plush seats. “Please, sit.” She patted the seat next to her.
“I was going to get some work done on the way there. I don’t want to disturb you if you’re going to sleep or something.”
“I’m not,” Alex said, smiling at her. “Sit, Bex.”
“Welcome aboard, Your Royal Highness. What can I get you to drink?” the flight attendant asked when Bexley sat down.
“Tea, please. Bexley?”
“I’m okay,” Bexley replied.
“Come on. Have something to drink with me. Coffee?”
“I don’t like drinking coffee on planes. The water isn’t–”
“This isn’t that kind of plane,” Alex said. “Just trust me. Your beverage is safe.”
“Okay. I guess I’ll have coffee, then,” Bexley said, pulling her laptop out of her bag.
“I’ll be right back, Ma’am.”
Another attendant approached as the first one went to get their drinks, and he picked up Bexley’s bag and carried it off.
“What about–”
“It’s for takeoff and landing. You can get it back once we’re in the air,” Alex explained, placing her hand on Bexley’s forearm. “It’s a short flight, Bex. How much work are you expecting to get done?”
“I need to review some patient files from back home.”
“Tell me.” Alex turned a little. “I don’t know if you can tell me. What are the rules on that?”
“It’s boring stuff,” Bexley said, booting up her computer.
“Not to you.”
“Are you actually interested in this stuff?” Bexley turned to her.
“Yes, I am. I like learning about what you do. I don’t have a job like this, so I’ll pretend I have yours for a bit.”
“You have a job.”
“Not in the same way you do,” Alex said before the flight attendant dropped off their drinks.
“This is real glass,” Bexley noted, looking down at the clear glasses in front of her on the tray table.
“Yes, it is.” Alex laughed. “And when you’re reviewing the patient files, what are you looking for?”
“The quality of work of some of the newer therapists. We’re teaching centers.”
“What does that mean?”
“Have you heard of teaching hospitals? Doctors intern there and get trained up.”
“Yes.”
“Where I work, that’s what we do. We have a program for students in their graduate program. They have to earn a certain number of clinical hours. I like to check on their progress when I can.”
“No one else can do that?”
“No, they can. I’m just kind of a control freak.” Bexley smiled at her. When the seat belt sign came on, she buckled up, and Alex did the same. Then, Bexley asked, “And why do you think your parents wish your brother was born first?”
“Oh, wow. We just went right in for the deep stuff.” Alex took a drink. “Shit. Hot.” She put the glass back down quickly and coughed a bit.
“You okay there?” Bexley asked, rubbing Alex’s back as she bent over the table.
“Your Royal Highness, we are–” the flight attendant started and stopped. “Oh. My apologies, Ma’am.” She turned to go.
“It’s okay. Are we taking off?” Alex asked as Bexley removed her hand from her back.
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“Thank you,” Alex replied.
Bexley watched the attendant, who had had an interesting expression on her face a second ago, and wondered if the woman always worked on this plane. Had she seen Alex bring a lot of women on board to fly them to exotic destinations where she, undoubtedly, gave them the best sex of their lives before flying them home?
“So, back to your work,” Alex said.
“You don’t like talking about your family much, do you?” Bexley asked.
“Not much to talk about,” Alex replied, turning away toward the window. “You should drink your coffee. They’ll be here to take it away soon.”
“Take it away? I just got it.”
“We’re taking off. They’ll bring you another one.”
“I just wasted a whole cup of coffee?” Bexley said, lifting the cup to her lips and taking a drink. “Fuck. That’s hot.”
Alex laughed and began rubbing Bexley’s back this time as the flight attendant returned and took their drinks. Bexley hadn’t coughed, but Alex rubbed her back anyway. It was nice. Bexley almost didn’t want to sit back in her chair because then the hand would go away.
“Are you okay?” Alex asked.
“I think so,” Bexley said as she caught the eye of the flight attendant again, who gave her a soft, almost knowing smile.



CHAPTER 15
“Welcome, Bexley,” Elizabeth said, pulling Bexley into a hug.
“Thank you for having me, Your Majesty.”
“I tell her every time. She doesn’t listen,” Alice said from Bexley’s right.
“And I finally got her to call me Alex all the time,” Alex added.
“It’s Elizabeth, Bexley,” Elizabeth told her.
“It’s all still weird to me. Sorry,” Bexley replied, looking over at Alex.
“Palmer will be along shortly,” Elizabeth said. “Sorry, we have to stay here tonight, but I promise, we’ll head for the springs first thing tomorrow. We have a dinner in the city tonight we couldn’t get out of.”
“I can show you around,” Alex said to Bexley. “Give you the palace tour.”
“You do know the place well,” Elizabeth noted.
“Nora and I are going to that dinner with Elizabeth and Palmer. Will you be okay on your own tonight?” Alice asked Bexley.
“You’re not going?” Bexley turned to Alex.
“No, I wasn’t invited. I’m not a Queen, remember?”
“Her father will be there,” Elizabeth explained.
“And you’ve been sworn to secrecy,” Alex said to her. “I don’t want my parents to know I’m here. They’ll put me to work, and I’m here for fun this weekend.”
“You do realize they can easily track your plane?” Alice spoke.
“They won’t,” Alex said. “So, tour?” She placed her hand on the small of Bexley’s back.
“Um, okay.”
Alex walked them up the center staircase to the second story of the palace.
“So, what do you know about St. Rais?”
“I bought a book on it at the airport before one of my first flights to Kleinland, so I’m pretty well-versed.”
“Well, I’ll skip the history then, and we’ll go straight to rooms.” Alex motioned for them to walk down the hall. “I usually stay in the one at the end of this wing when I’m here.”
“How often are you here?”
“Often. Elizabeth is a not-so-distant cousin. Technically, I’m also related to most of the European royalty.”
“Alice?” Bexley asked.
“Very distant.”
“Oh, my God! You had a crush on your cousin?” Bexley laughed.
“She’s not my cousin. Well, not my first or–”
“Alex!” Bexley continued laughing. “Gross.” She shoved Alex playfully.
“It was totally innocent.”
“No way it was innocent. How many times did you fantasize about having sex with my best friend?”
“No times. Zero times.” Alex waved her hands back and forth in front of her face. “I told you – it really was just a crush. Besides, I could tell Nora was into her right away back then, and even when there were fifty people in a room, your best friend always tried to find Nora in the crowd. I knew what that meant.”
“Yeah, me too,” Bexley admitted.
“Alice told me something a while ago.”
“About?”
“Were you…”
“In love with her?” Bexley said as they walked. “Yeah, for a long time.”
“And you never told her?”
“Not until after she met Nora, so my chances were zero percent.”
Alex nodded and asked, “How did that go?”
“Not well, at first, but we’ve gotten past it. I met Holly, and I was in love with her. She wasn’t just someone I needed to get over Alice.”
“Right,” Alex said. “Here’s your room. I asked them to put you in the one next to mine.”
“Oh, okay. Thanks,” Bexley replied.
“Since everyone else is going to the dinner thing, do you want to maybe have dinner with me here later? I can have something brought in for us. St. Rais pizza is actually amazing.”
Bexley chuckled and said, “Sure. Why not?” When Alex opened the door to Bexley’s room for her, Bexley added, “My stuff’s already here?”
“Palace staff are usually very efficient.”
“I don’t need a staff. I just need a shower with good water pressure, a coffee maker that works well, and a comfortable bed with fluffy pillows.”
“So, no butler for you back home, then?”
“No, I don’t even have a housekeeper,” Bexley said, walking into the room. “But this is very nice. I’m going to get spoiled, and then I’ll have to go home to my tiny house.”
“That’s months from now, though.”
“Actually, I’m going back to check on my grandmother and move her into the assisted living facility.”
“You’re leaving?” Alex’s heart raced.
“I’ll be back. It’s just for a few days. I’d invite you to hang out with me there, but–”
“Yes,” Alex said a little too quickly.
“What?”
“Yes, I’d like to go.” Alex swallowed and then took a deep breath.
“I’m going to Kansas, Alex.”
“I know.”
“I don’t have a palace, and we have, like, one hotel nearby. It’s a very small town.”
“I can stay at your house,” Alex suggested. “Or, at the hotel.” She swallowed. “I don’t mind.”
“You actually want to go home with me for the weekend?”
“I’ve never been to Kansas.”
“I’m sure there’s a reason for that.”
Alex shrugged and said, “I’d like to go. But if you were only joking or just being polite, I understand.”
“I’ll be moving my grandma into her new place.”
“I can help.”
“Alex, this will be so boring for you.”
“No, it won’t. I promise, it won’t.” Alex tried to think fast and added, “I was going to ask you to come to Balmoral with me.”
“You were?” Bexley asked, sitting on the bed.
“Yes. I thought we could pick a weekend.”
“I came here to work, and I’m already in another country for the weekend. I can’t just do it–”
“Let me show you at least part of my home,” Alex said softly.
“So, you’re going to see my home, and I’m going to yours?”
“Why not?” Alex asked.
“Can I say maybe?”
Alex nodded and replied, “Of course. I should leave you.”
“Why?” Bexley asked. “I thought I was getting the tour.”
“You don’t want some time alone?”
“No. Unless you do.”
“What about work?”
“I can do that after St. Rais pizza,” Bexley said, standing back up.
“Okay. Then, let me show you around.”
◆◆◆
 
“And that is Sophia,” Alex said, pointing to a portrait on the wall. “She’s growing like a weed.”
“There’s no portrait of their son,” Bexley noted.
“Not in that spot, no. That spot is reserved for the portrait of the next in line. I have my own portrait in the palace back home in a similar spot. My brother’s is down the hall.” She winked at Bexley.
“It’s all so crazy to me how this works. You were born two years earlier, so you’re next in line to inherit a throne.”
“And Soph was born two years before her brother, so she’s up first here.” Alex sat down on the sofa next to Bexley.
They’d both enjoyed their pizza and wine, and now, they were sitting facing the roaring fireplace. Alex placed her arm loosely over the back of the sofa but didn’t attempt to touch Bexley.
“Will you tell me about it now?” Bexley asked.
“About what?” Alex looked over at her.
“Why you think your parents wish you were born second.”
Alex turned back to the fire and said, “Isn’t it obvious?”
“Not to me,” Bexley told her.
Alex looked back at her and gave her a shy smile.
“Well, first, there’s the gay thing. Larry is married to Margaret, who would be a fantastic Consort. She grew up in an aristocratic family. She has royal blood. She’s obviously fertile.” Alex paused. “She has two boys and maybe even a girl coming soon.”
“You can’t help being gay,” Bexley replied.
“No, but if I weren’t, things would be easier.”
“For them. But who cares about them? I get the impression that you love being a lesbian.” She smirked at Alex.
“Oh, I do. I love women.”
“I get that,” Bexley said.
Alex swallowed hard and added, “And I’ve already mentioned that Larry is better than me at just about everything, so it really would be no contest if it came down to who earned it. It just worked out that birth order matters more for the monarchy.”
“Would you give it up?” Bexley asked.
“Becoming a Queen?”
“Yes. Would you give that up if it meant your brother would be a good King and you could be whoever you wanted?”
“I thought about it once years ago.”
“You did?”
“Before I was out in public,” Alex explained. “I gave my parents an ultimatum: I could either come out, be myself, and still be a Queen one day, or they could hide me and put Larry next up on the list.”
“Huh,” Bexley said, thinking about something.
“What?” Alex leaned into her a bit.
“Well, you keep saying that you think they’d prefer your brother inherit to you.”
“Yes.”
“But you gave them a choice, Alex. You told them you’d let him have it just so you could go be yourself.”
“I did,” Alex said, wondering where this was going.
“Alex, you’re so smart. How do you not get this?” Bexley shook her head a little and turned her body toward Alex’s. “They chose you.” She paused. “You gave them an out. They could’ve made Larry the next King, but they didn’t.”
Alex swallowed again, realizing that Bexley was right.



CHAPTER 16
“It’s beautiful,” Bexley noted.
“It’s one of the best parts of St. Rais if you ask me,” Elizabeth said.
Bexley looked out over the many, many pools that made up the whole park. White Lagoon was the name of the place. It had these gorgeous white-and-black lava rocks punctuated with creamy-blue waters and steam billowing from the natural-forming pools like low-lying clouds. There were over fifty pools in total. Some of them flowed into others, and some sat there alone, as if waiting for people to climb inside and enjoy their effects. There were beautiful green shrubs, high grass, and small trees around some of the pools, giving their occupants a little bit of privacy, which, Bexley guessed, was part of the appeal for the royals she was with today.
“So, we have these three pools,” Palmer said, holding on to Elizabeth’s hand. “The middle one there can easily fit twenty people, and the other two can fit four or so pretty comfortably.”
“Just don’t go into the one with the red sign and fence around it,” Elizabeth added. “It’s been temperamental lately.”
“What do you mean?” Alex asked from Bexley’s right.
“Too hot,” Palmer replied. “Not all of these are meant to hold people. There are at least ten that get too hot for us, so make sure you steer clear.”
“Should we go to our cabins and change?” Alice asked.
“Sure. We can meet back out here in thirty minutes,” Palmer suggested. “After we have a dip, dinner should be ready.”
Bexley just nodded, not feeling like she had much to offer the conversation, but the view was remarkable. The three pools they’d reserved for the day were completely separated from the rest of White Lagoon by tall evergreen trees and natural rock walls that would give the six of them privacy to be in their suits and talk without anyone seeing or overhearing. Of course, the twenty or so members of the royal security teams of three countries would also keep people away. For their part, they’d arranged themselves around the group but stayed out of earshot and turned away from them.
“Can I show you to your cabin?” Alex asked.
“You know where it is?”
“It’s right next to mine. We’re all in a row. Easier for security that way,” Alex explained, smiling at her. “And I have something for you anyway.”
“You do?”
“The solution to your lack of bathing suit problem,” Alex reminded.
“If you’re about to suggest I skinny dip, I’ll be staying in my cabin for the remainder of the trip.”
“Skinny dip?” Alex said and cleared her throat right after. “No, I got you a few options.”
“They better cover the important parts, Alex,” Bexley joked.
◆◆◆
 
“Hey, are you ready?” Alice asked as she entered Bexley’s cabin unannounced.
“Yes. But what if I wasn’t, Al?”
“Sorry. Should have knocked. But it’s not like I haven’t seen it all before,” she joked, sitting on Bexley’s bed.
“One time at the gym,” Bexley replied.
“You made me go,” Alice said.
“Hey, can I talk to you for a second?”
“Sure, but Nora’s waiting outside.”
“It won’t take long.” Bexley sat on the bed as well.
“Are these yours?” Alice asked, looking down at the four bathing suits Bexley hadn’t chosen that were lying on the bed.
“No, Alex bought them for me.”
“Alex bought you bathing suits?” Alice asked, lifting an eyebrow.
“Yes. And while they’re bikinis, they’re surprisingly tasteful,” Bexley said.
“That one is a one-piece,” Alice noted, pointing at a red one-piece suit.
“I thought it would make me look too much like I was on Baywatch.”
“I can see that. And why is Alex buying you bathing suits?”
“Because I didn’t bring any with me. I wasn’t planning on taking a trip to some hot springs in another country.”
“So, you’re wearing a different one?”
“Yes.”
“Let me see,” Alice said.
Bexley stood up and undid the belt on the robe that had been left in the cabin for her.
“Damn. Alex has good taste.”
“Yeah? It’s okay? You don’t think I should’ve picked the green one?” she asked about the green-and-black bikini on the bed.
“No, this one is good,” Alice said, nodding. “I might ask Alex to pick out my bathing suits from now on.”
“Can we talk about something other than the bathing suit now?” Bexley asked, redoing her belt and crossing her arms over her chest.
“Bex, what’s going on?”
“You’ve been so busy. We haven’t had a lot of time to talk about things outside of work.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“No, it’s not that I’m mad or anything.” Bexley sat back down next to Alice on the bed. “Things have been weird, and I just wanted to talk to you.”
“Between us?”
“No, with the whole Holly thing and with Alex.”
“Alex?” Alice quirked an eyebrow.
“I invited her to come home with me when I go to check on my grandma.”
“You did what?!” Alice asked.
“It was accidental. I said that I would invite her, but it would be boring, and my house is tiny compared to a palace, and–”
“She doesn’t care about palaces. Her house is small, too. I’ve been there. It’s more a cottage than a house. She doesn’t even want to move into Buckingham Palace or Windsor when she’s Queen.”
“I’m sure her cottage, as you call it, is still nicer than my tiny two-bedroom house.”
“She doesn’t care about any of that. But I have a question. Why did you invite her at all?”
“I told you, it was more accidental than anything. I was joking, really, and she said she’d come with me.”
“So, she invited herself?”
“No. I mean, I put it out there. Now, she’s coming to Kansas with me, and I have to figure out where her security team will sleep. Is it fair to ask them to sleep on the floor? Does Amazon sell cots I can put out for them? Do I have to feed them or–”
“Bex, stop,” Alice told her, placing her hand on Bexley’s shoulder and laughing. “You don’t have to worry about any of this. Trust me, they know what to do. They’ll arrange everything.”
“The future Queen of England is going to be in my house, Al,” she whispered.
“Do you want her there?”
“I don’t even have tea. I drink coffee.”
Alice laughed and dropped her hand from Bexley’s shoulder.
“Maybe ask her what kind of tea she likes and order it for her. That would be a nice gesture.”
“I don’t even have matching cups. I have coffee cups that say things like, ‘I survived another meeting that should have been an email,’ and the one I got in that white elephant gift exchange a few years ago that says, ‘I do not spew profanities. I enunciate them like a fucking lady.’” Bexley sighed. “It has a chip in it, and I haven’t even thrown it out.”
“Alex would love that,” Alice said, laughing some more. “If you really don’t want her to go, though, just tell her. She’ll understand.”
“No, it’s not that,” Bexley said, taking a deep breath. “Despite my coffee cups and lack of places for security to sleep, I actually do want her to go.”
“You do?”
“Yeah. Is that weird?”
“Why would that be weird?”
“I don’t know.”
“Can I ask why, given the givens, you want her to go?”
“Because I haven’t been thinking about Holly at all since I got here,” Bexley admitted. “I forgot to call her or text her or keep her posted on what I was feeling until she emailed me. Then, I even forgot to email her back.”
“I see,” Alice said, nodding. “Alex has helped take your mind off of Holly.”
“Yes.”
“What do you think that means?”
“That I have a crush on a Princess,” Bexley said.
“Just a crush?”
“Well, it can’t be anything else, Al.” She glared at her friend.
“Why can’t it?”
“Hi, she’s the future Queen of–”
“I’m a Queen. Nora wasn’t. And we’re together.”
“That’s different.”
“How?”
“Because you were born a Queen and didn’t know it. You were raised as a farm girl in America. Alex was raised to be Queen. Hell, even Nora makes sense as a Queen – she’s a fucking hero. Her father was a hero. Her–”
“Okay.” Alice patted her thigh. “Do you really like Alex, Bex?”
“She invited me to Balmoral.”
“She did, did she?”
“After I accidentally invited her to Kansas. I’m sure she was just being polite.”
“Did it sound that way?”
“I don’t know. She said she wanted to show me part of her world.”
Alice smiled and said, “I don’t think that’s politeness, then.”
“Alice,” Nora said, pushing the door open.
“Sorry,” Alice replied, turning toward her wife. “Bex needed to talk.”
“Is everything okay?”
“I’m just a woman in crisis,” Bexley said, falling back on the bed.
“Did none of the suits fit?” Alex asked, walking in behind Nora. “I thought I got the right sizes.”
“What? No, they’re fine. They fit. Well, I didn’t try on the red one, but the other ones all fit fine.” Bexley shot back up and looked at Alex, who was wearing a robe just like hers.
“Oh,” Alex said. “You had me worried for a moment. I don’t want you staying in this cabin working the whole time we’re here.”
Alex’s robe wasn’t tied very tightly, which gave Bexley a perfect view of that tattoo she’d noticed the other night and the color of Alex’s suit, which was green. Fuck, it was green, just like Alex’s eyes.
“I’m ready to go,” Bexley blurted. “Are we all ready to go?” she asked, standing up.
“Hello. Are we all gathering in here?” Elizabeth asked, walking through the open door followed closely behind by Palmer.
Bexley’s small one-room cabin had become very crowded all of a sudden.
“We were just about to go to find you,” Alice said. Then, she winked at Bexley and whispered, “To be continued.”
“Is everything okay?” Alex asked once the other four women had made their way toward the door. “If you really need to work, it’s okay. I can–”
“No, everything’s fine.”
“There was something about a crisis I thought I heard.” Alex held the door open for Bexley as she walked out in the brisk air.
“I was just being dramatic.”
“If you say so,” Alex replied, closing the door behind them.
“Hey, what kind of tea do you drink?” Bexley asked.



CHAPTER 17
Alex was very lucky they were surrounded by water – her drool wouldn’t be noticed by the others. Bexley Woods was unbelievably gorgeous, and she was climbing into the pool across from Alex. The six of them had decided to spend time in the main pool for a bit. Alex would have preferred alone time with Bexley, but she probably shouldn’t have it because she didn’t just want alone time with her. She wanted to untie that bikini top that she’d done such a good job of picking out. She wanted to cup full breasts. She wanted to suck a nipple into her mouth and moan at the taste of Bexley’s skin. She wanted to slip her hand into the bottoms and stroke Bexley while she gasped in Alex’s ear and begged her to make her come.
“Alex?”
“Huh?” Alex shook her head.
“I was just asking how that Duchess of yours is doing,” Elizabeth said.
Alex’s eyes widened in surprise at the question, and she turned them toward Bexley, who looked at her confused. She hadn’t exactly told Bexley about Teresa, and now it probably looked as if she’d been hiding something.
“She’s not my Duchess,” Alex replied, shooting Bexley a little smile.
“I thought you two were together. Your mother called–”
“My mother needs to mind her own business,” Alex interrupted, sounding a little more annoyed than she’d intended. “Sorry, Lizzy. I didn’t mean to snap at you. It’s not you. It’s her.”
“Your mother or the Duchess?” Palmer asked.
“My mother.”
“It’s okay. She’s causing you problems again?” Elizabeth asked.
“Not again; it’s always. And I’d rather not talk about it if that’s all right,” Alex said, hoping her tone conveyed that this was a little much for her days on holiday.
“Of course,” Elizabeth replied, nodding at her.
Palmer was sitting behind her wife and had her arms around her waist. Alice was sitting in Nora’s lap with her head pressed to Nora’s neck. Then, there was Bexley, who was sitting by herself, staring at Alex from across the wide pool. The blue bathing suit Alex had picked out for her matched her eyes perfectly. Bexley Woods looked as if she were made for hot springs pools and that bikini. Alex had her arms spread over the back of the rock wall, and she wanted nothing more than for Bexley to move to her so she could wrap her arms around her and pull Bexley against her body, just like the couples in this pool. Alex wanted what they had, and she hated feeling this jealously, but she did. She couldn’t get rid of it. She’d been out the longest, searching and wanting the longest, and yet, she was still the one looking for the woman she wanted to spend the rest of her life with.
“Hey, do you want to go to a different pool?” Bexley asked.
Alex realized she’d been zoning out but didn’t know how long she’d been out of it. Bexley was in front of her now, looking at her expectantly. The couples were off to the side, chatting and not paying attention to them.
“I’m okay.”
“You look like you might need a break from the lovebirds over there. And if I’m being honest, I think I could use one, too.”
“Yeah?” Alex asked.
“Come on,” Bexley encouraged.
Then, Bexley climbed out of the pool right next to her, and Alex had to bite her lower lip and clench her fists.
◆◆◆
 
“Nope,” Alex said, pulling Bexley over toward her as they walked along the rock wall.
“I wasn’t going to fall,” Bexley argued.
“You were too close for my liking,” Alex told her, noting the fact that there was a fence there. “That’s literally boiling water.”
“I realize that. And I actually have really good balance,” Bexley said, walking ahead of Alex toward the second pool.
“You do, do you?” Alex teased.
“I was a gymnast.”
“Whoa!” Alex stepped on a rock that shifted as she hit it, causing her to nearly take a tumble through the fence and into scalding hot water.
“Shit. Are you okay?” Bexley turned around and held out her hands for Alex to take. “Come on. We should’ve just taken the path. This is too risky.”
“We’re almost there,” Alex said. “And I’m okay. I’m no gymnast, but I’m okay.”
“I only did it for a few years,” Bexley shared. “Well, like ten.”
“Ten years?” Alex asked, taking one of Bexley’s hands.
They continued to walk with Bexley pulling her along, and Alex didn’t mind at all.
“From age four to fourteen, so only about five of those years really count.”
“Why did you stop?”
“A couple of reasons,” Bexley began as they arrived at their own private pool. “It was pretty expensive, and I felt bad because my parents were spending a lot of money on it.”
“And the other reason?” Alex asked as she looked down at their still joined hands and smiled.
“I got these.” Bexley looked down at her chest, causing Alex to follow her eyes and look at Bexley’s breasts. “They grew up overnight, you could say.”
“Right,” Alex uttered, quickly looking away.
“You go in first,” Bexley told her. “I can’t trust you on this wall by yourself. You almost fell over the edge there, Princess.”
Alex chuckled and made her way down into the water, still holding on to Bexley’s hand.
“So,” Alex began when Bexley joined her and moved across the much smaller pool. “Wait a minute,” she added when she saw it. She then moved over to Bexley without thinking and reached out to touch it. “You have one, too.”
“Oh, yeah,” Bexley said, looking down.
“I didn’t notice it before,” Alex admitted.
“It’s pretty small,” Bexley replied.
“When did you get it?” Alex asked, gliding two fingertips over the tiny bird at Bexley’s collarbone.
“When I was sixteen.”
“Sixteen?” Alex asked.
She noted that Bexley hadn’t pushed her hand away, which must have meant something, right? Alex continued to touch the bird as if it were precious, and it was to her because it was on Bexley’s soft, hot skin, and in a spot Alex wanted to kiss.
“It’s a dove. My mom’s favorite bird was a dove. We always had them somewhere on our Christmas tree every year, and she even had my dad paint two of them on our mailbox.”
“When did she pass away?”
“When I was fifteen.” Bexley looked down at the water.
“What happened?”
“She just got sick one day,” Bexley replied. “And it got worse and worse. She thought it was the flu at first, but my dad finally made her go to the hospital. A couple of days later, she was gone.”
“Jesus. Was it the flu?”
“No, it was meningitis. Somehow, she got it and got the worst of it. I was about two weeks away from turning sixteen, so when I did, my dad agreed to let me get this.” Bexley nodded down toward the tattoo. “Since it was for her and wasn’t in the middle of my lower back.” She met Alex’s eyes and gave her a small smile.
“I’m sorry, Bexley,” Alex offered and took a step back, reluctantly removing her fingers from Bexley’s skin.
“It’s been a long time,” Bexley said. “I miss her. I still think sometimes about how she never saw me graduate high school or college. She wasn’t there when I got my doctorate. I couldn’t call her when I got the director job. She won’t be there to help me get ready for my wedding or for the birth of my children, assuming I have more than one. My dad won’t be there to walk me down the aisle. I’ll never have another Christmas with them.”
Alex reached out and cupped Bexley’s cheek before she could stop herself, wanting to offer any comfort she could.
“They raised an amazing woman,” she said.
“Hey, we’re going to–” Alice stopped herself. “Oh. Never mind.”
“What?” Bexley asked.
Alex took a step back and dropped her hand instantly. One of the things she hated about being a royal were the interruptions. There were always interruptions. Someone would walk into a room to announce someone else, her mother would just show up whenever she felt like it, or her friends wouldn’t recognize from afar that Alex was finally touching Bexley’s cheek and thinking about how she might ask her on a date for the very first time. Hell, Alex had been thinking about kissing Bexley for the first time, too.
“We’re going to check on the kids,” Alice replied to Bexley, nodding toward Nora, who was standing next to her. “Relieve the nanny so she can come out here and enjoy this place for a bit. Do you two want to come? We’re going to have dinner in the cabin. Elizabeth and Palmer are going to change and join us.”
“Sure,” Bexley said quickly.
“Why not?” Alex said through gritted teeth.
◆◆◆
 
Alex stared up at her ceiling with her arms behind her head. Dinner had been fun. The six of them had eaten by the fire, taking turns holding and entertaining the twins. When Alice and Bexley had gone to put them down while Nora talked to Palmer about work, that had given Alex the perfect opportunity to slip out of their cabin and walk back to hers alone. She’d spent all day around her friends, and she was grateful for them, but she’d almost had a moment with Bexley in the pool. No, she had had a moment with Bexley in the pool. And yet again, they’d been interrupted. Of course, she’d been thinking about kissing Bexley right after she’d told Alex about losing both of her parents, so not exactly the perfect moment for a first kiss… But Bexley hadn’t pushed her away, and if Alex was right, Bexley had actually leaned into her touch before Alice had ruined their moment.
There was a knock at the door, and Alex thought about not saying anything and pretending like she wasn’t in the cabin, but there were at least ten security guards outside that would say otherwise, so there wasn’t a point.
“Bexley?” she uttered when she opened it.
“Your Royal Highness,” her lead guard said.
“It’s all right,” Alex told him, returning her attention to Bexley. “Is everything okay?”
“You didn’t say goodnight,” Bexley said as she stood on the steps. “I brought some snacks and a bottle of wine. I stole it from Alice,” she explained. “I was wondering if you wanted to have a nightcap. If you’re too tired, though, I–”
“No, I’m not tired. I just… You were putting the twins to bed, so I thought I’d leave you to it.”
“Should I go?”
“No, come in. It’s absolutely freezing out there,” Alex said.
She moved back to allow Bexley inside and closed the door behind her.
“Tell me about it. I wish I were still in hot water.”
“Come here. I have a fire going,” Alex said. “Oh, I’m being rude.” She reached out and took the bottle of wine as well as a bag of whatever food Bexley had brought and placed it on the small table next to the bed. “Can I take your coat?” she asked, moving behind Bexley.
“Sure.”
Bexley undid her buttons, and Alex removed her coat from her shoulders, hanging it up in the small closet by the door.
“Here. Warm up,” she said, motioning toward the fire.
“Is that a bearskin rug?” Bexley asked, laughing.
“You don’t have one?”
“No, I have a regular rug. I guess they reserve the bearskin for the royals.”
“Alice and Nora didn’t have one,” Alex pointed out, carrying the wine and the food over to where Bexley was standing. “Want to sit down?”
Bexley didn’t answer, but she did sit down. Alex sat across from her on the floor.
“Glasses… I don’t think I have any glasses in here,” she said, realizing they had an open bottle of wine and no glasses.
“Alice and Nora had some in their room. I assumed you would, too.”
“Water glasses in the bathroom will do,” Alex replied, moving to stand.
“No, don’t get up,” Bexley told her. “It’s fine. I’m not classy.” She pulled the cork from the bottle, tipped it to her lips, and took a drink.
“Well, I can’t say I’ve ever drunk wine straight from the bottle.” Alex laughed. “Can I take this to mean you are now comfortable enough with me to not call me by my title ever again?”
“Yeah, you’re just Alex to me now. All that glitz-and-glamor crap has worn off.” Bexley winked at her and passed her the bottle. “Bottom’s up.”
“Are you trying to get me drunk?”
“No,” Bexley replied. “I brought food to prevent that.” She reached for the bag and pulled out cheese, fruit, and some crackers. “Dive in.”
“So, I know we talked about me coming to the States with you, but I think I sort of forced my invitation on you, and I just wanted to say that if you need to go alone or don’t want a Princess in tow, it’s totally fine. It’s your grandmother, and a personal thing, so I wouldn’t want to get in the way.”
“You don’t want to go?”
“No, I do,” Alex said quickly. “I do. I want to see where you grew up. But I don’t want you to think you have to take me with you. We can still go to Balmoral; that hasn’t changed.”
“Alex, I asked you what kind of tea you drink because I wanted to order some for you. You don’t drink coffee, and I don’t have much of anything at home except coffee.”
“You were going to order me tea?”
“Yeah. And I was going to ask you what I need to do about security. I only have the two bedrooms…”
Alex sighed in relief and said, “They’re working, so they don’t sleep. They have shifts, and I can arrange rooms for the ones that are off-shift before we leave.”
“So, you are coming?” Bexley asked her, taking a bite of a strawberry.
“If you’ll have me,” she replied.
“Well, I already ordered the tea, so…”
Alex smiled softly and took another drink of wine.



CHAPTER 18
Part of Bexley didn’t want to go home at all. She was really enjoying her time in Kleinland, and her time in St. Rais, too, for that matter. The next week she’d spent with her students, who had been introduced to the patients they’d be working with for the next few months. She’d also held individual meetings with each student as well as each patient that week, which meant she was tired but still felt wired from her work. Bexley wished she had the opportunity to do more of this kind of work at the center, but she’d been so bogged down with administrative duties since she’d gotten the job that she hadn’t had the chance.
It was true that she’d been homesick initially, but she hadn’t felt that in a while now. She knew why, too. Part of it was the work, but an even bigger part was Alex.
They’d spent that first night in Alex’s cabin talking and laughing. After finishing the wine, Alex had insisted on walking Bexley the twenty feet to her own cabin. The next day, they’d spent more time in the springs, but they’d also gone for a walk in the woods surrounding them. Bexley’s heart had been going crazy since she’d seen Alex in only that green bikini the previous day. And she’d pictured herself kissing that tattoo between Alex’s breasts at least a hundred times.
She’d pictured other things, too. She’d thought about how close Alex had been in their private pool, how she’d touched Bexley’s skin, and how much Bexley wanted Alex to kiss her. She’d pictured it the next day when they’d all been in the main pool, and she’d tried to recreate the previous day by asking Alex to go with her to the smaller pool again, but even though they’d gone and had fun, it hadn’t been the same. Alex hadn’t moved closer to discover Bexley’s tattoo. She hadn’t touched it or cupped Bexley’s cheek. Alex had just stayed on her side of the pool, as if there had been some invisible barrier between them, and Bexley had stayed on her own.
Later that night, they’d gone to Elizabeth and Palmer’s cabin for dinner, and that had been it. They’d driven back to the airport and flown out the next morning. Alex hadn’t been auditing Bexley in the classroom anymore, and Bexley found that she missed having her there. Alex had returned to the UK for a few days to take care of something for her father and had only just gotten back the previous night. They’d exchanged pleasantries, and Alex had told her she was excited about going to Kansas with her, but that had been it. Alex had been tired, so Bexley let her go to get some sleep.
◆◆◆
 
“Are you sure?” Bexley asked her.
“Yes, I’m sure. They have rooms at the hotel, Bex. They’ll be all right,” Alex told her. “The ones that are on shift will be outside the house. They won’t invade your home, Bexley.”
“It’s not that. I want to make sure you’re safe more than anything,” Bexley replied.
“I will be. No one knows I’m going to be there, remember?”
“Well, no one knew Alice was there until they did,” Bexley argued, resting her head back against the seat.
Alex smiled over at her and said, “It should be dinner soon. Why don’t I ask if they can put it out now?”
“You’re trying to distract me with food, aren’t you?” Bexley asked.
“Yes.” Alex laughed. “What are you so worried about?”
“You’re staying at my house, Alex. It’s a house I haven’t been to in weeks, so it’ll be dusty, and there’s no food in it.”
“I can live on tea for the weekend. All Brits can subsist on the stuff if we must,” Alex teased. “Biscuits would be better, but just the tea is enough. It’s in our blood.”
“Shut up.” Bexley laughed at her.
“I promise you, it will be all right. I don’t mind a little dust, and we can go to the shop when I’m there.”
“I’m not taking you to the grocery store,” Bexley stated.
“Why not?”
“Have you ever been to a grocery store?”
“Not in America,” Alex replied. “I went once in Dublin. I had a hat on and a very bulky winter coat, so no one recognized me.”
“I’ve seen stores in Europe. Let me guess: it was a small shop?”
“I suppose.”
“I can’t take you to the store in my hometown. Even though we might get lucky and people won’t recognize you, I cannot imagine what you would be like in a Super Target or a Walmart.”
“What’s that mean?” Alex asked, laughing.
“You’d be like a kid in a candy store. You’ll probably ask me to buy everything you see.”
Alex laughed harder and said, “You’re probably right.”
“I can order food for delivery.”
“Can I help you pick?”
“Are you going to ask me to order everything?” Bexley asked.
“Yes,” Alex replied, causing Bexley to laugh.
◆◆◆
 
“I don’t know how to greet you. I’m sorry.”
“It’s just Alex, Ma’am,” Alex said, giving Bexley’s grandmother a soft smile.
And it warmed Bexley’s heart. They’d been planning on going to Bexley’s house first to drop off their things, order food, and settle in, but her grandmother had called Bexley almost the moment they had landed and told her she smelled gas in the house. They’d rushed over and found the old woman sitting on the porch swing. Alex’s team had gone into the house to inspect it and found that the gas stove had been left on.
“I’m sorry for causing a fuss,” her grandmother said.
“No fuss at all. We’re just glad you’re all right,” Alex replied. “Shall we go inside now?”
“I don’t even remember cooking anything today.”
Hearing her grandmother talk like that made Bexley sad. She knew it was time for her only remaining grandparent to be somewhere where she would be taken care of, and since the woman refused to let Bexley do it, Bexley had to help her move into the assisted living facility.
“Would you like something to drink?” Bexley asked Alex, who was holding on to her grandmother and helping her sit in her old recliner.
“I’m all right,” Alex replied. “Can I get you something to drink?” she asked Bexley’s grandmother.
“I have a pitcher of iced tea in the fridge.”
“Let me get you a glass,” Alex said.
“We’ll be right back, Grandma,” Bexley told her, leaning down and kissing her on the forehead.
“She’s really a Princess?”
“Yes, she is,” Bexley said, smiling at her grandma.
“She’s very pretty.”
“Yes, she is,” Bexley repeated.
When she turned around, she saw Alex standing there, looking at her with a surprised smile on her face. Bexley moved quickly past her and into the small kitchen. She opened the refrigerator and looked around, trying to distract herself from thinking of that smile by taking care of her grandmother.
“There’s no iced tea in here,” she concluded.
Alex then leaned down next to her to look as well. She was so close. Bexley swallowed and took a deep breath. So much for that distraction.
“No, there’s not,” Alex confirmed.
“I’ll just make her some,” Bexley said, closed the door, and began rooting around in the cabinets for tea bags and the pitcher.
“Can I help?”
“No, I’ve got it. Thank you, though.”
“She’s worse than you led on about, isn’t she?” Alex asked.
“She was fine up until this year. I noticed her forgetting things once or twice, but nothing like this. I thought she was being ridiculous asking to move into assisted living.”
“I’m glad we were here,” Alex told her.
“Me too.” Bexley pulled the pitcher from the cabinet and added, “I doubt she’s packed. I thought she’d have everything together by the time I got here, but she seems almost dazed.”
“I can help you pack for her.”
“You didn’t come here for this.” Bexley sat the plastic pitcher on the counter and faced the window over the sink, which showed the backyard’s too-tall grass. “Stan was supposed to come over here and cut this for her.”
“Hey, I came here to see where you grew up. This is part of that,” Alex said, and she sounded really close.
Bexley pulled out her phone and turned around, finding Alex right behind her now.
“I need to call Stan to find out why he didn’t mow the lawn.”
“Okay,” Alex replied. “I’ll make the tea. Where’s the kettle?”
“Oh, you’re funny.” Bexley shook her head. “Stan?”
“Hey. You’re here?” he asked on the other end of the call.
Bexley nodded for Alex to open one of the cabinets.
“I’m here. I’m at Grandma’s. I thought you were going to cut the grass for her while I was gone.”
“I was, but she called me and told me she hired someone to do it for her instead.”
“She did?”
“Yeah. Did she not get someone to do it?”
Bexley sighed and said, “No, I don’t think it’s been cut since I’ve been gone. She probably forgot.”
“I can come over on Sunday to do it,” he offered.
“I’ll cut it while I’m here,” Bexley said. “Thanks, though.”
“I’ll take care of it when you leave again until the place sells,” Stan told her. “I won’t let her talk me out of it even if she offers me those oatmeal cookies I love.”
“Thank you. And don’t let her cook or bake anything.”
“What? Why not?”
“I’ll tell you when I see you later, okay?”
“Yeah, okay. I’ll see you later.”
“I can cut the grass,” Alex volunteered once Bexley hung up the phone.
“Have you ever cut grass before?”
“Just because I haven’t done something before doesn’t mean I can’t do it, Bexley.”
“Alex, you don’t have to–”
“Please, stop,” Alex told her softly as she placed her hands on Bexley’s shoulders. “I’m not here because I expect you to show me a good time. I’m here because I wanted to spend time with you, Bexley, where you grew up, and to get to know the people in your life. I can mow the grass if you show me where the mower is. I am certain I can figure it out. I can make tea. And I can help you pack. Please let me. Let me be Alex this weekend, not a Princess.”
Bexley stared into those green eyes and thought about letting herself fall into them for a minute. That would be so nice, just falling into those kind eyes and letting Alex take care of all the hard stuff while they were here.
“I don’t like lemon in my tea!” her grandmother yelled from the living room.
“My kind of woman,” Alex said to Bexley, offering her a wink.
Then, she dropped her hands from Bexley’s shoulders, and Bexley sighed in disappointment.
“Lawn mower is in the garage,” Bexley told her. “I have no idea if it has gas in it.”
“Gas?”
“Oh, wow,” Bexley said.
◆◆◆
 
They packed as much as they could that afternoon and evening, and once they were sure Bexley’s grandmother was asleep, they left for Bexley’s house, which was just down the road. Alex had insisted on leaving one of her guards there just in case Grandma got up and attempted to cook or, heaven forbid, did something else that would be dangerous. Bexley was exhausted. She was certain Alex had to be, too.
“So, this is your room,” she said, pointing to the full bed against the wall.
“It’s nice.”
“No, it’s not.” Bexley chuckled. “But it’s this room or the sofa.”
“Bex, it’s great. I’m tired. I’ll fall right asleep.”
“Okay. Well, if you’re up before me, feel free to make yourself at home. I’ll order food to be delivered tomorrow morning before I go to bed. Eggs and bacon okay with you?”
“Whatever you want is fine with me,” Alex replied.
“Bathroom is just through there. It’s yours. I have one in my room.” Bexley pointed down the hall. “And towels should be in there, but if you need more, the linen closet is–”
“Bex?”
“Yeah?”
“Do you want to go to a hockey game tomorrow?”
“I’m sorry. What?” Bexley asked.
“I know baseball is your favorite sport, but it’s not in season. Alice said you like hockey, too. I looked it up on the way over here. There’s an amateur team that plays tomorrow afternoon. I thought we could go after we drop off your grandmother.”
“I don’t know how long that’s going to take. There’s more paperwork and…”
“It’s okay if we don’t, but I got tickets just in case.”
“Wait. You can’t go to a hockey game.”
“I can’t? Is there a law against it?”
“No, but you’re… you.” Bexley motioned to Alex with an open palm.
“I’ve taken care of that,” Alex replied. “So, if we are able to get things taken care of tomorrow morning, will you go with me?”
“I guess. Assuming we–”
“Great.” Alex smiled. “I’ll take that as a yes and then go into this room and close the door behind me before you’re able to take it back.”
Bexley laughed at her and rolled her eyes.
“Good night, Bexley.”
“Good night. Oh, Alex?”
“Yes?”
“Thank you for today. You were amazing with her.”
Alex gave her a soft smile and a nod and said, “It was my absolute pleasure.”



CHAPTER 19
“Do you have everything you need?” Bexley asked.
“You’ve asked me that three times now, honey. I know I’m old and forgetful, but I remember that. Will you please get her out of here, Alex?”
“Grandma, I’m not in town long. I want to make sure you’re okay here.”
“I am, baby. I promise, I have what I need here. Dinner is at four, and I’d like to take a nap before I have to get ready.”
“Okay,” Bexley said.
“I will call you if I need anything.”
Bexley was kneeling on the floor in front of the recliner the movers had moved in for them earlier. When she then looked down at the ground, Alex knew it was because Bexley knew she’d be returning to Kleinland soon and wouldn’t be just on the other side of town.
“I’m going to say goodbye now if that’s all right, Ma’am,” Alex spoke.
“Oh, of course. It was lovely to meet you, Alex.”
“You too,” Alex replied, adding, “I’ll be just outside whenever you’re ready.” She touched Bexley’s shoulder.
“Okay. Thank you.”
Alex left the small apartment, which was nicer than she thought it would be. It really was just an apartment like most others. It had a full kitchen with an electric stove this time and a nice living room with the woman’s own furniture. The nurse would check on her multiple times a day, and she also had an alarm if she had an emergency. On top of all that, there were plenty of activities for Bexley’s grandmother to participate in, and she had access 24/7 to the entire medical staff.
“Hello,” Alex addressed the woman at the front desk.
“Oh, my God!” The woman’s eyes went wide. “You’re–”
“I am, yes. I’d love it if you could keep that between the two of us, though,” Alex said. “I’m here with a friend.”
“Okay. Sure. What… What can I…”
“The lady in flat four-twelve is a dear friend of mine. Her granddaughter is the only family she has, and for the next several months, she’s going to be out of the country. I was hoping you could have someone run me through your protocols for how you notify the family of emergencies or any issues.”
“Well, we notify the primary point of contact by phone first.”
“What if she doesn’t answer because it’s the middle of the night where she is?”
“She’ll call Stan, who is the second person on the list.”
Alex turned to find Bexley standing behind her.
“Then, she’ll call my brothers, who are next up,” Bexley added.
“Hi,” Alex uttered. “I was just…”
“I know,” Bexley said. “And I know the process. It’s just hard to be this far away from her.”
Alex turned back to the front desk agent and said, “Thank you. Have a nice day.” Then, she turned back to Bexley and asked, “Do you need to stay? I can leave you two alone for a while or–”
“No, she kicked me out.” Bexley laughed. “She said you’re only here for a couple of days, and I shouldn’t be wasting your time here.”
“I just wanted to make sure she’d be okay.”
“Thank you,” Bexley told her. “Are you ready? We can go to the game if you want.”
“Are you sure? We can skip it. It was just an idea.”
“Alex, come on.” Bexley took Alex’s hand and pulled her out of the building. “It’s a decent place, right?”
“It’s a very nice place, Bexley. I saw the list of activities on the refrigerator. She won’t have a free moment.”
“I hope she makes friends. The ones she had are all gone,” Bexley replied.
The security team moved around them and ushered them to the waiting car.
“Stan will check on her,” Alex reminded when she slid in next to Bexley.
“He will. She calls him her grandson. And he loves her like she’s his own and vice versa. My brothers will be home for a couple of weeks next month. They’ll spend time with her, too. Alice would’ve also visited had she still lived here. She still calls her, though.”
“They’re close as well?”
“Alice lived in the apartment my grandma owned. They used to spend more time together than I got with her because I was traveling from center to center a lot, working.”
“I love that your grandmother is really everyone’s grandmother,” Alex noted.
“What about your grandparents? Are you close?” Bexley asked.
“Well, my father’s father is gone, obviously. His mother, the Queen Mother, is still around, but she’s not the kind of grandmother you spend a lot of time with unless you want to be scolded for not dressing appropriately or slouching at the dinner table. My mother’s parents live in an estate in Scotland. I see them once or twice a year. They’re kind people, but they’re not fans of me being a lesbian, so they prefer to communicate with me through my mother or my brother.”
“That’s too bad. I’m sorry,” Bexley replied.
“I’m used to it. We were never close, really, even before I came out. They were raised a certain way.”
“What way?”
“To produce the possible future Queen Consort. It was just a different time. Their marriage was arranged. They had two daughters. One of them ended up marrying my father. Then, I came along, and they’d done their duty to God and country. They moved to Scotland and, from what I hear, barely even talk to each other.”
“God, I don’t want that,” Bexley said.
“What?”
“I don’t want that for my future. I don’t want to marry someone and then not talk to them, you know?”
Alex smiled at her and said, “I know what you mean. It was how things were done then. For my mother – in some ways, she still thinks that’s how things are done. But it’s not how I want things done.”
“You plan on making some changes?” Bexley asked.
“I do,” Alex confirmed.
“Making the monarchy even more modern?”
“That’s the idea, yes.”
“Starting with an amateur hockey game in Kansas?” Bexley asked with a smile.
“Well, I have to start somewhere, don’t I?”
◆◆◆
 
“You look ridiculous,” Bexley told her, laughing at her.
“It came with the box,” Alex replied.
They’d arrived at the small arena for the hockey game. In order to make sure she’d be protected, her security team had worked out a box for them at the top of the arena. The team was very popular in the area, and the accommodations weren’t all that bad. There were twenty stadium chairs behind plexiglass. Beyond that, there was an open space where people could stand, talk, drink, and eat the provisions also included in the package. On top of that, their purchase had come with two team jerseys and two team baseball-style hats. Bexley hadn’t put either of hers on yet, but Alex had, first thing.
“Come on. Get in the spirit,” Alex said when it was deep in the third period. “Put yours on and show some team pride.”
“I don’t even know this team.” Bexley laughed as they stood behind the chairs, holding on to their beers. “And are Princesses even allowed to wear hats like this?” She pulled down on the hat, moving it over Alex’s eyes.
“I’m a Princess; I can wear whatever hat I like.”
“You look cute,” Bexley said.
Alex pushed the hat back up in order to see Bexley’s eyes, which were on Alex’s face.
“You could be, too, if you put yours on.” Alex nodded toward the hat and jersey, which were still hanging over one of the chairs.
“Fine,” Bexley replied, finally giving in.
She passed Alex her beer, which Alex put next to her own on the table they’d been standing by. Bexley walked to the chair, pulled on the jersey, and then put the hat on her head. It was far too big and fell over her eyes. Alex laughed, walked over to her, and lifted it up to adjust.
“There,” she said, putting it back on Bexley’s head after a moment. “Better?”
“This jersey is way too big for me.”
“Well, you’re not a hockey player,” Alex said.
“Yours looks good on you,” Bexley replied, tugging on the front of Alex’s jersey. “Mine makes me look like a hippo.”
Alex put both hands on Bexley’s hips and said, “I promise you that you could never look like a hippo.” She paused. “A rhinoceros, maybe,” she teased.
“Oh, my God.” Bexley laughed. “That’s it.” She reached out for Alex’s sides and began tickling her.
“No, not fair.” Alex tried to take a step back.
“You called me a rhinoceros,” Bexley said, still tickling and laughing as Alex continued to try to get away from her.
“I said maybe,” Alex said through her laughter.
Bexley’s hands then slipped under the jersey and the shirt Alex had on underneath it. They were on her skin. Bexley was touching her sides and her stomach, and Alex sobered. That made Bexley sober, too.
“I–” Alex began.
Then, the buzzer sounded, indicating the end of the game.
“I wonder if we won,” Bexley said.
“I’d say we did,” Alex replied, licking her lips.
“Ma’am, we should go,” the security guard that had been standing by the door said.
“We have to beat the crowd,” Alex explained.
“Makes sense,” Bexley replied.
They made their way with security down a private staircase and into the waiting car.
“Hey, I’m going to call my grandma when we get home, but I promised Stan I’d go to his bar tonight since he’s working.”
“That sounds like fun,” Alex said.
“Yeah. I won’t stay long, and you can make yourself at home.”
Alex looked at her quizzically and asked, “I’m not invited?”
“There’s no plexiglass box at his bar, Alex. It’s just a lot of people and a lot of possibilities for you to be recognized or for something to happen to you.”
“I have a new hat,” Alex told her, pointing at the hat.
Bexley laughed and said, “You can’t wear that to a bar.”
“Do you have a hat I can borrow? What I’ve found out is that most of the time, because people don’t expect me to be somewhere, they often just assume I look like me. It has gotten me out of some sticky situations in the past. If you need a night with your friend, I’m happy to stay home and wait for you, but I can make sure I go unrecognized and that I’m safe, Bexley.”
“Are you sure? It’s a gay bar, Alex.”
“I’m gay,” Alex said.
“No, I know that. I just mean that if you do get spotted there–”
“You let me worry about that, okay?”
“Okay. I’ll call Stan and let him know, though. He can get us a table in the back or something to make it less likely you’ll be seen.”
“Great. Now, back to this hat. Can I really not pull it off?”
“Alex, you look adorable in that hat, but it’s an amateur hockey team.”
“So? They won three to two. I say I wear the hat to help promote a good team,” Alex said.
Bexley laughed and slid a little closer to Alex on the seat.
“Fine, but you’re not wearing the jersey.”



CHAPTER 20
“I’d say I’ve never had royalty in my bar, but Alice has been here,” Stan said. “Still, it’s nice to see you again.”
“Thank you, Stan,” Alex replied as she sat down next to Bexley in the booth.
Stan looked at Bexley and gave her an expression that told her he was reading something into the fact that Alex sat next to her instead of across from her. When Alex’s arm went over the back of the booth, Stan’s eyes went wide.
“Are you joining us?” Alex asked him.
“Just for a few minutes. We’re getting busy, but I’ll come back when we die down to check on you.” He sat down across from them. “So, how has your trip to Kansas been so far?”
“It’s been great,” Alex said.
Bexley watched Alex turn that ridiculous hat to the back, so she quickly looked around the very packed bar, then took the hat off Alex’s head, turned it back around, and put it back over her eyes.
“Are you trying to get recognized?” she scolded.
“It’s dark over here. No one will see me,” Alex said, straightening up the hat and putting her arm back behind Bexley again.
Bexley knew she smiled. She hadn’t been able to stop it, though. She only hoped Stan hadn’t noticed, but when she looked over at him, it was clear that he had. He lifted an eyebrow at her, almost accusing her of something.
“So, you’re having a good time?” Stan repeated.
“Yes, I’m having a great time,” Alex said. “And your place is amazing, Stan. I really like it.”
“How many gay bars have you been to?” he asked.
“A few,” she said.
“Really?” he asked.
“When I was in university and just out.”
“And how does this one compare?” Stan asked.
“It’s much bigger. I love that there’s an outdoor patio.”
“And you’ll be staying in here where it’s nice and dark,” Bexley told her.
“Yes, Ma’am.” Alex mocked her with a salute.
“I’m going to get you some drinks. I’ll check on the bar and be right back, or I’ll have someone else bring them over and come back later, okay? There’s a great DJ in town tonight, so you should get up and dance if you want.” Stan winked at Bexley. “What can I get you?”
“What are you having?” Alex asked Bexley.
“A mojito.”
“Can I have one of those?”
“Sure,” Stan said. “Two mojitos coming up.”
Then, he walked toward the bar, leaving them at their booth, sitting right next to each other.
“So, what do you want to do?” Alex asked, turning toward Bexley, looking so cute in her excitement and stupid hat.
“Sit here.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s what I usually do when I’m here. Stan pops over when he can. I check email on my phone and read articles.”
“That’s what you do when you come here?” Alex asked.
“Alex, I’ve been here a million times. I helped Stan put in that bar over there. It’s kind of like a second home. I’ve already gotten drunk here a hundred times, danced over there a few hundred times, and I’m not exactly in my early twenties anymore, so I usually have one drink now, talk to Stan a little, and head home to sleep.”
“So, you don’t dance anymore?” Alex asked.
“No, I don’t dance anymore. Alice used to dance with me sometimes. She’d also play wingwoman and try to get me to talk to women or for them to talk to me, but it’s just Stan and me now. He’s usually behind the bar or flirting with some hot guy he wants to take home. Sometimes, it feels like it’s just me these days.”
“Would you dance with me?” Alex asked.
“Two mojitos?”
“Hi, Tyrell,” Bexley greeted, looking up at one of the bartenders who had their drinks.
“Hey, Bexley. Where have you been?”
“Out of town,” she replied, reaching out to lower Alex’s hat over her eyes more. “How have you been?”
“Oh, you know. Tips are good. I’m almost done with grad school.” He sat the drinks on the table in front of them. “Who’s your friend?”
“This is Alex. She’s in town from… Utah,” she lied. “It’s her first time at a gay bar.” Why had she said that? “She’s Mormon. Well, she was raised Mormon. She’s not out yet. She’s–”
“Going to the bathroom,” Alex said in a perfectly clear, very British accent. “Hello, Tyrell.” She looked up at him. “It’s nice to meet you. I’ll be right back.”
“Alex…”
“I have security, Bexley. I don’t need you to… Never mind. I’ll be right back.” Alex stood and walked toward the bathroom.
“She has security?” Tyrell asked, looking confused.
“Sorry about that. Long story. Mormon thing. Do you think you could give us a few minutes alone?”
“Of course,” he replied. “I have to get back anyway. It was good to see you.”
“You too,” she said, giving him a forced smile.
Once she watched Alex walk into the bathroom, followed by one of her undercover security guards, Bexley motioned for Stan to walk over.
“Hey, it’s busy. What’s up?”
“Stan, I fucked up.”
“What happened?” He sat down next to her.
“I think she’s mad at me.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t want anyone to recognize her. It might not be safe. You remember what it was like when the press showed up because they found Alice…”
“Yes. But as far as I know, Alex isn’t in any danger. It would just be inconvenient to have the press all over her.”
“I just want her to be able to enjoy herself here.”
“And she says she is,” Stan pointed out.
“She told me she has security; she doesn’t need me to worry about it.”
“Well, she does have, like, fifteen people here. I met a few of them earlier. They got here before you did and checked the place out. They seem like they’ve got it under control, Bex. Why don’t you just think about having a good time?”
“I like her, Stanley.”
“I know.” He shrugged.
“No, I mean… I think I really like her.”
“That’s obvious,” he said.
“Shit. It is? Does she know?”
“It’s obvious to me,” Stan replied. “I’ve known you a million years, and I’ve seen you in and out of love, Bex. You’re really into her, aren’t you?”
“I don’t know. She’s just…” Bexley looked over and spotted her coming out of the bathroom. “Shit. She’s coming this way.”
“Okay. Be cool. She can’t actually hear us,” Stan said. “What are you going to do?”
Bexley watched as a woman approached Alex and said, “Oh, no.”
Two security guards stood off to the side dressed as regular bar patrons. Alex smiled and said something to the woman.
“They’re talking. What are they talking about?”
“You could go over there and check,” he replied.
“I can’t go over there. She’s already mad at me for hovering.”
“She loved when you did that thing with the hat, by the way.”
“What?” Bexley asked, looking at him.
“She was all smiles, Bex. I bet if you asked her to dance, she’d say yes.”
“I can’t ask her to dance. She’s a fucking Princess, and we’re in a bar.”
“So?”
“The woman is handing her a napkin, Stanley. Why is she handing her a napkin?”
“My guess is that the Princess doesn’t want to give out her phone number, but the woman isn’t taking no for an answer and is giving Alex her number instead. You see, before cellular telephones, dear Bexley, people used to exchange numbers on napkins at bars.”
“Shut up,” Bexley said. “She’s really giving Alex her number?”
“Bexley?”
“Oh, shit,” Stan said. “Hi, Holly.”
“Holly, hey.” Bexley looked up at her ex-girlfriend. “What are you doing here?”
“There aren’t a lot of gay bar options in town,” Holly replied.
“Hey, I take offense to that.”
“Sorry, Stan. I didn’t mean it that way,” Holly told him.
“No problem,” Stan replied, standing up. “Sorry, I can’t do the dyke drama,” he whispered to Bexley. “I’ve got to get back to the bar. Can I send something over for you, Holly?”
Bexley gave him a scowl.
“No, I’ve got a drink.” She held up what Bexley guessed was a gin and tonic.
Stan left them alone, and Bexley looked over at Alex, who was still talking to the woman. The napkin was nowhere in sight now. Had Alex put it in her pocket? On top of that, Alex’s hat had been twisted to the back, so if anyone got close enough and at all followed the royal family, they’d recognize her immediately.
“Bex?”
“Huh?”
Holly had sat down in front of her, and Bexley hadn’t even noticed.
“How long have you been back?”
“Just since yesterday,” Bexley said.
“And I don’t even warrant a phone call?”
“I didn’t think you’d want to hear from me.”
“I asked you to take more time to think about it, Bex.”
“Holly, I told you I already had. I know things ended weirdly between us, but they did end, and I’m only back for the weekend. It wasn’t about telling you or not telling you. I moved my grandma into assisted living today, and I’m only here to spend time with Stan before I leave.”
“Is she okay?” Holly asked.
“She’s fine. She just forgets things, and it’s getting dangerous.”
“I didn’t know,” Holly said, leaning over the table.
“Look, I’m sorry, but I have thought about it, Holly.”
“And you’re over me. I get it. I’m only prolonging the inevitable here,” she said, taking a drink.
“Hey,” Alex spoke, sitting down next to Bexley again and placing her arm over the back of the booth. “What did I miss?” Her arm moved on to Bexley’s shoulders.
“I know you,” Holly stated.
“You do?”
“You’re… No…” Holly looked at Bexley. “You’re Princess Alexandria.”
“I get that a lot,” Alex said. “It’s the accent.”
“She knows I know you, Alex,” Bexley spoke, hanging her head for a minute. “This is Holly, my ex-girlfriend.”
“Oh,” Alex uttered, removing her arm immediately. “Hi.”
“So, you’re not just here to visit your grandma. You’re showing off your new girlfriend.”
“What? No,” Bexley argued. “Alex just came with me to–”
“Hi. My friend said she talked to you,” a woman said as she approached the booth. “I told her I’m totally sure you’re Princess Alexandria, but she said she didn’t think you were. Can you settle a bet for me?”
“I’m not her,” Alex said. “I get it a lot.” Alex nodded toward someone.
Bexley followed her line of sight and saw security guards who were standing a little too far away, in Bexley’s opinion. One approached and promptly spilled their drink on the woman.
“I am so sorry,” the guard said. “Let me take care of that for you.”
“I’ve got to go, Bex,” Alex stated. “You can stay if you want, but I’m sorry, I have to go. I’ll have them take me to the hotel.”
“What? Why?”
“Bex, I don’t have a key to your house. I have to go,” Alex repeated, slipping out of the booth.
“She’s staying at your house?”
“Holly, please,” Bexley said and turned to her for a second. “Please don’t tell anyone. It’s dangerous for her.”
Holly got serious and nodded in understanding.
“Bex, I’ll call you later,” Alex said.
“No, I’m coming with you,” Bexley stated, slipping out of the booth. “Holly, I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay. I get it,” Holly replied. “All of it.”
Bexley nodded. Then, Alex took her hand, twisted her hat back to the front, lowered it over her eyes, and pulled Bexley through the busy bar.



CHAPTER 21
“So, are we going to talk about it?” Bexley asked her.
“Talk about what?” Alex asked back as she stared out the tinted windows of the car and into the night.
“About why you’re mad at me? About why you sat down next to me all possessive after that woman gave you her number, and–”
“I wasn’t possessive,” Alex replied, turning to Bexley, who seemed so far away despite sitting right next to her in the back seat. “You looked like you needed help; like you were uncomfortable. I didn’t know that was your ex-girlfriend, Bexley. I thought I could chase her off for you if it looked like we were there together.”
“You think I’m the kind of woman who needs help like that?”
“Bexley, I’m not trying to insult you,” Alex said on a sigh. “No, I don’t think you’re the damsel-in-distress type. I think you are a wildly accomplished doctor who’s young in her career but still manages to be the one people seek out when they need the best. I think you’re beautiful, smart, funny, and kind. And when I saw someone sitting across from you, and that look on your face like you didn’t know what to do, I–” Alex stopped.
“What?”
“I don’t know. I suppose maybe I wanted to be the one to swoop in. I know you’re perfectly capable of telling a woman you’re not interested, but… I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t thinking about how it might feel to be your knight in shining armor.”
“Alex, I don’t need you to be my knight,” Bexley replied, turning toward Alex a bit now.
“I know you don’t,” Alex said softly. “And I obviously had no idea that was your ex-girlfriend.”
“I wasn’t expecting to see her there. She doesn’t go out often. She’s a vet. She barely has the time or the energy most nights.”
“Why was she there tonight?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t ask,” Bexley said.
Alex turned back to the window and asked, “What did you talk about with her?”
“Not much.”
Alex could tell there was something Bexley wasn’t saying.
“Sure.”
“No, Alex. Really, we didn’t get to talk about much of anything. You showed up, and then we kind of ran out of there.”
“You could have stayed,” Alex said, realizing it was true the moment the words were out of her mouth.
Bexley could have stayed with Holly. She didn’t have to run out of there with Alex. Bexley was a local. Most people in that bar knew her. She was only in Kansas for a short time before they headed back, and she could’ve said she wanted to stay to spend more time with Stan. Bexley could’ve stayed just so she could keep talking to Holly.
“No, I couldn’t have,” Bexley replied. “Alex, I was never going to stay if you were leaving.”
Alex watched as the car pulled into Bexley’s driveway.
“We’re here,” she said.
They didn’t speak as security walked the perimeter and they waited in the car. They didn’t speak as they walked to the door and Bexley unlocked it so that security could take a look inside first. They didn’t speak as they walked into the house, Bexley turning on the lights as they went. They didn’t speak as Bexley put a cup under the coffee maker and then instructed it to spew out hot water. When she placed the cup of Alex’s favored tea in front of her on the counter, Alex didn’t know what to say.
“It’s been a long day,” Bexley finally spoke.
“Yes, it has,” Alex agreed, took the cup, and then laughed at what was written on it. “This is funny.”
“I’m tired. You’re getting whatever cup I pull out of the cabinet.”
“What did I get before?”
“The two nicer coffee mugs I have that actually match,” Bexley replied.
“I like this one better,” Alex said. “Do you really enunciate your profanities?”
“F-u-c-k, yeah,” Bexley said, extending the first word.
Alex laughed before saying, “I know it didn’t end well, but I had a great day today, Bex.”
“Can I ask you something?” Bexley asked.
“Anything.”
“The woman who approached you after you went to the bathroom…”
“Ah,” Alex said. “She didn’t recognize me.” Alex removed the hat from her head. “And seemed nice.” She ruffled her mussed hair.
“She gave you her number?”
“I told her I was only in town for the night. She asked for mine, and I obviously didn’t give it to her, but she wrote hers on a napkin. Oh, wait,” she said, reaching into the back pocket of her jeans and pulling it out. “Forgot it was there.” She sat it on the counter and moved her cup on top of it. “Don’t want to ruin your countertops.”
Bexley smiled and asked, “You don’t want to keep that?”
“Not even in the slightest,” Alex said confidently.
“Too American for you?” Bexley joked.
Alex laughed and said, “What? No. I have a thing for Americans, actually.”
“You do not.” Bexley laughed.
“Yes, I do,” Alex said and walked around the counter to the coffee maker, which she’d seen Bexley use enough by now to know how to work it. “I had that crush on Alice, remember?”
“That’s one person,” Bexley said.
“There have been other crushes.”
“Really?” Bexley sat on the stool by the counter.
Alex began making the coffee and said, “Yes. Scarlett Johansson, Jennifer Lawrence, and–”
“Those are celebrities. They don’t count. Everyone has celebrity crushes. Besides, you’ve never even met them.”
“Yes, I have,” Alex objected, turning to see the surprise on Bexley’s face. “They’ve both been to the palace, along with a few others. I even spent some time with a few of them.”
“You slept with–”
“No,” Alex said, laughing. “I said I spent some time, Bexley. I didn’t sleep with any of them. But like I said, I do have a thing for Americans.”
Bexley sighed and said, “Well, I can’t fault you for Alice, as you know.”
Alex opened Bexley’s refrigerator and found the half-and-half. She poured a little into the cup and put it on the counter in front of Bexley.
“Thank you,” Bexley said.
“You’re welcome. And Alice and I never would have happened in the same way you and Alice never would have happened. She was always meant to be with Nora. She didn’t even realize she could be with a woman until she realized how much she wanted her.”
“I know.” Bexley put both hands around the cup in front of her. “I just want someone who wants me how she wants Nora. Crazy, right?”
“No, that’s not crazy,” Alex replied, swallowing and moving to sit down next to Bexley. “It’s not. I want the same thing.”
Bexley gave her a weak smile. Alex knew this was her chance. If she was ever going to tell Bexley how she felt, now was the time. There was something about the late hour, the events at the bar, the entire trip, and how Bexley looked at her right now that told Alex this was her moment.
“I want you,” she said.
“What did you say?”
“I want you, Bex. I always have,” Alex replied.
“Alex, you can’t just say things like that.”
“Why not?” Alex asked as she reached for the napkin under her cup, crumpled it, and tossed it into Bexley’s trash can. “It’s the truth.”
“It’s been a long day, and things are confusing right now. We’re both tired.”
“Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why are things confusing?” Alex asked. “What’s confusing about what I’m saying, Bexley?”
“I don’t know. It just is,” Bexley said. “Maybe we should just call it a night. I’m exhausted. I moved my grandmother into–”
“Don’t do that,” Alex interrupted.
“Don’t do what?”
“Don’t pretend like you haven’t heard what I said and change the subject,” Alex told her.
“Alex, you don’t mean it. You could have Jennifer Lawrence if you wanted to.” Bexley chuckled nervously.
“She’s married. And I don’t want her or anyone else. I mean what I’m saying right now, Bexley, so please don’t do the thing where you laugh off my feelings.”
“What? I’m not,” Bexley said, looking concerned now. “Alex, I’m not laughing off your feelings. I just don’t know that you’re saying what I meant when I said I wanted someone who wanted me.”
“I understood your meaning. I may not have a Ph. D, Dr. Woods, but I know what it means when someone says they want a person who wants them and no one else. I know it because that’s what I’ve wanted my whole life: someone who wanted me and only me, and not because of the family I was born into, but because I’m the one they want to wake up next to for the rest of their life.”
“Alex, I…”
Alex picked up her cup, placed it in the sink without dumping it out, and said, “I’m going to bed now. I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Don’t just leave right now.”
“I don’t know that you’re ready to hear what I’m saying, and I don’t want to go in circles all night with you, Bexley. I meant what I said. Maybe you just need to sit with that for a while.”
“Alex…”
Alex walked over to her and kissed Bexley on the top of her head.
“When you’re ready to really talk about what’s been going on between us, just let me know.”
Alex walked slowly toward the guest bedroom, hoping Bexley would say her name again, stop her, and they could talk about this, but Bexley didn’t say anything. So, Alex opened and closed the door behind her, moved to the bed, and pulled out her phone.
“What time is it there, Favorite Sister?”
“It’s late,” she said.
“Are you all right?” Larry asked, likely recognizing her tone.
“Not really,” she said softly in case Bexley could hear her. “I told her.”
“Told who what?”
“I told Bexley how I feel.”
“You did?” he asked. “How did it go?”
“Not very well.”
“I’m sorry, Alex. Does she not feel the same way?”
“I actually think she might. She just doesn’t know what to do with it.”
“The crown?” Larry asked.
“I don’t know. But probably.”
“It’s a lot,” he said. “I got lucky that you were born first; made it easier to marry Margaret.”
“Margaret would’ve made a great Consort for you.”
“Of course, she would have. But it would’ve been a harder sell. ‘Love me enough to give up everything and be the Queen Consort’ is harder to say to someone than telling them, ‘I’m the extra kid my parents had to have more than anything, and there’s no real pressure on you because you’ll be a Duchess with an estate, and not many people will care what you’re doing in your free time because all eyes will be on my sister, the future Queen, and whomever she marries.’ Hell, once your kids are born, Alex, people will forget I even exist.”
“That’s not true,” she said.
“It’s a little true, but this isn’t about me. Do you think she can get past it?”
“The Queen thing? I don’t know. I don’t know that I want her, too, though. I don’t want someone to get past me being the future Queen. I’m hoping for someone who wants the job of Consort.”
“Maybe she isn’t ready for all of that yet. Give her time, Alex.”
“I don’t know how much of that I have left. Mother is still calling me, pushing Teresa on me and mentioning another eligible woman she knows who’s gay. It won’t stop until I’m married.”
“I’ll talk to her,” Larry offered.
“It won’t do any good. Even if Father tried to talk to her, she’d still do it. Everyone knows she wears the pants in our house.”
Larry laughed and said, “That’s true. What are you going to do?”
“Give her time if I can,” Alex said. “But it’s hard, Larry. I can’t stop thinking about what it would be like if this were real, if we were really a couple and not just two friends going to a hockey game. We dropped her grandmother off at her new place this morning, and it felt so much like I was there as a member of the family.”
“Just give her some time, then, Alex. If she’s the one, this will work out. Thinking about dating the first-in-line to the throne of the most powerful monarchy in the world comes with a lot of worry, concern, and probably insecurity. She might just need to work through all of that.”
“I’m sure you’re right,” she replied but wasn’t actually certain that that was all of what was standing between her and Bexley. “I need to get some sleep, so I’ll let you go.”
“Hey, I love you. You know that, right?”
“I know. I love you, too,” she told him.



CHAPTER 22
Bexley sat at her counter and stared down at the full cup of coffee Alex had made for her. She hadn’t even taken a sip yet. Then, she looked at the cup in the sink and decided to place hers next to it and get some sleep. It really had been a long day.
After she headed to her room and readied herself for bed, she noticed that she’d forgotten to bring in a bottle of water, which she always did before bed, so she went back out to the kitchen to grab one. When she turned back, she caught something moving outside her backdoor and noticed it was Alex standing on her small concrete patio. Bexley had been meaning to have a contractor come out to see if they could put in a real patio and maybe even get a hot tub back there, but she’d just always been so busy. Now, there was a Princess standing outside, with no security officers in sight, and it didn’t look like Alex was wearing a coat.
“Alex?” she asked when she slid open the door. “What are you doing out here?”
“I thought you went to bed,” Alex said without looking at her.
“I did. I came out here to get something. Alex, it’s freezing out here,” she said, reaching behind her for the blanket she had hanging over the back of the sofa.
“I’m all right.”
Bexley wrapped the blanket over Alex’s shoulders and wrapped her arms around her own body.
“You should go back inside,” Alex told her, not sounding like herself. “You’ll freeze.”
“And you won’t?” Bexley asked, her teeth chattering a bit. “Here. Let me in there,” she added, lifting the blanket she’d just placed on Alex and wrapping it around her own shoulders as well. “Where’s security?”
“They’re giving me space.”
“Why do you need space?”
“Because I just need to think,” Alex replied.
“About what happened earlier?”
“Among other things,” Alex told her.
“Can you do your thinking inside?”
“I think better in the cold.”
“Okay. Then, put a coat on or something.”
“Then, I wouldn’t be cold,” Alex said.
“Will you at least sit down so I can put this blanket over you and get a coat for myself?”
“Bexley, I’m out here to think alone,” Alex replied, still without looking at her.
Bexley felt the chill worse then. She’d interrupted her. Alex wanted to be alone, and Bexley hadn’t just interrupted her; she’d basically snuggled up to her side under the blanket. Bexley only just noticed that Alex hadn’t touched her at all. She hadn’t wrapped her arm around Bexley to bring her into her warmth. She hadn’t made sure the blanket covered Bexley enough. She’d just stood there. So, Bexley nodded and pulled away, leaving the blanket over Alex’s shoulders.
“Sorry. I just saw you out here, and I know how cold it gets this time of year,” she replied. “I’ll leave you alone.”
“Thank you,” Alex said.
Bexley waited for more. She hoped for more, but when Alex didn’t say anything else, Bexley went inside and slid the door closed behind her. She wasn’t sure how long Alex would be out there, but she made her a new cup of tea in the same mug and walked it to the guest bedroom. She placed it on the bedside table, hoping Alex would drink it when she came inside, and went to her own room. Then, she checked the time and noted that Stan should be able to talk. She dialed his number and waited.
“Hey, I texted you. Where did you go?”
“Someone recognized Alex, so we came home.”
“Shit. Is everything okay?”
“I think so. Holly recognized her, too, but I don’t think she’d say anything.”
“No, she won’t. She’s a good person. Are you doing okay?”
“I don’t know,” Bexley said, sighing. “I should have trusted my instincts and insisted Alex stay here. What if something had happened tonight?”
“Like what? She’s a Princess, Bex. She’s the most well-known Princess in the world. No one is going to start anything when they know there are guards standing at the ready to go in for the kill.”
“I just wanted her to have a good time.”
“She did. She was. It’s not your fault she got recognized.”
“Stan, she told me she wants me tonight.”
“What? You buried the lead, Bex. Did you two finally…”
“What do you mean, finally?”
“I mean, are you, like, in the kitchen, preparing after-sex snacks, and she’s lying in your bed naked, waiting for you to return?”
“What? No,” Bexley said. “She’s standing outside on my patio in the freezing weather because she thinks better in the cold.”
“So, you two didn’t have sex?”
“No, Stan,” she said.
“And you’re mad about that?”
“I’m not mad we didn’t have sex.”
“What are you mad about?”
“I’m not mad about anything,” she replied a little louder than she’d intended.
“Your tone says otherwise.”
“Well, I’m mad at you now.”
“What did I do?” Stan asked.
“Nothing. You didn’t do anything. I’m sorry.”
“Why are you talking to me when there’s a beautiful Princess standing outside, telling you she wants you?”
“Because I’m stupid,” she said.
“You’re not stupid. You’re actually very, very smart. So, what’s up?”
“She doesn’t mean what she’s saying. We’ve just been spending a lot of time together, and–”
“And have you thought about why you’ve been spending a lot of time together?”
“She’s auditing the program.”
“She didn’t need to come here and help you take care of Grandma to audit the program. She likes you, Bex.”
“She’s way out of my league, Stan.”
“No one is out of your league,” Stan replied.
“She’s going to be the Queen of a country one day.”
“Alice is Queen, and you loved her.”
“I loved her before I knew anything about her being a Queen. You know that.”
“Did you suddenly think she was out of your league when you found out?”
“No, she was always my straight best friend. It was more about that than anything else.”
“Look, Bexley, there’s a woman in your house who told you she wants you. People don’t just say that unless it’s true. I don’t know whether she meant it like she wants you tonight or she wants you forever, but you should talk to her.”
“I just tried. She told me she needed to be alone.”
“Then, give her the time,” he said. “But you just told me tonight that you liked her, too. Put the whole title thing out of your mind for a minute. If she weren’t a Princess, would you even be talking to me right now?”
“Yes, because she’s still gorgeous and funny and–”
There was a knock on Bexley’s door.
“Shit. That’s her. I’ve got to go.”
“Bex, I want details later and–”
Bexley hung up and said, “Come in.”
The door opened slowly, and Alex stood there.
“I just wanted to apologize for my behavior outside.”
“Oh,” Bexley uttered.
“You were being polite, and I dismissed you.”
“It’s fine,” Bexley replied. “We’re both tired.”
“Can I come in?” Alex asked.
“Sure.”
Alex walked into Bexley’s bedroom and stood there with her hands clasped in front of her.
“Tonight, at the bar, the reason I was short with you about the whole hat and security thing is that I don’t want you to worry about that. I have people for that. It’s their job to keep me safe. I don’t want you thinking about that, Bexley. I don’t want you to worry about me or to not have fun because you’re thinking that someone’s going to recognize me. I deal with that all the time.”
“I know. I’m sorry. I wanted you to have fun. I knew if someone noticed you, that would end, and you’ve seemed so happy today,” Bexley explained, smiling up at her. “I didn’t want that to end.”
“It wouldn’t have even if someone noticed me. I was with you, Bexley. I always have fun when I’m with you.”
“Alex, I have fun with you, too.”
Alex smiled so warmly that Bexley just wanted to wrap her arms around her and pull her in. This was the Alex that no one got to see, that Bexley wished the world could get to know.
“I know I come with baggage, Bex. I don’t want you to think about that.”
“It’s not baggage. It’s–”
“No, it is,” Alex said. “And it’s not just an ex-girlfriend that I run into at a bar. It’s a lot more than that. There are rules, customs, and traditions, and whomever I date, even casually, has to know that there will be cameras and prying eyes. There will be interviews and security people around all the time. It’s obtrusive and frustrating at times, and I hate that I can’t do anything about it, but I can’t. I’m used to it. I was born into this. But anyone I date has to be prepared to go through it, too. And if it lasts – if it goes beyond just dating and turns into something more – it’ll always be there. They’ll literally always have to put up with it. Hell, even the women I’ve been linked to in the past still have cameras on them at times.” Alex paused. “It’s part of what it means to be me and to be with me. I try to be as normal as possible around you because I don’t want you to be reminded of it. I don’t want you to think about the fact that I’ll inherit some throne one day. If I’m just Alex to you, if we can be two normal people out at a bar, just talking to your friend and having a drink, maybe you’ll…”
“Maybe I’ll what?”
“Maybe you’ll like me, too,” Alex said. “And maybe you’ll like me enough to want to be with me despite all of that. That’s not ideal. I don’t want you to be with me despite it. I want you to want it, Bex. I’d love it if you wanted to be with me in part because it means you’d have an amazing opportunity to help people in the UK and the Commonwealth in whichever way you choose. You see me like this because it’s how I want you to get to know me, but I care deeply for my country, for my duty, and for what my duty will become one day. I want to be Queen. I want to be a patron to charities and send the Christmas message. I want to help the countries of the Commonwealth in any way I can. I want to support LGBTQ+ rights around the world and do the best I can to normalize being gay. And I want, more than anything, to be with someone who wants to do those things with me, not just put up with them. I know how much that is to ask of someone, which is one of the reasons I’m still single. I’d hoped if we could spend some time together, you might grow to feel about me how I feel about you.”
“How do you feel?”
Alex smiled that warm smile again and said, “Just ask Alice and Nora.” She chuckled a bit.
“What?”
“They’ve known how I feel about you since the beginning.”
“Alice has known?” Bexley asked, surprised.
“I told her the day you and I met for the first time.”
“The day we… The coronation party?”
“It’s a coronation ball, but yes,” Alex replied, still smiling at her.
“You told her you liked me back then?”
“Yes,” Alex confirmed. “You were with someone.” She swallowed. “You were with Holly.”
“Oh,” Bexley uttered.
“I didn’t say anything because I’d never get in the way of your happiness, Bexley. I thought my feelings might go away, but they never have.”
Bexley’s heart was racing. She’d had no idea. How had her best friend not told her this very important information?
“I’m going to kill Alice.”
“She’s a Queen. I’d advise against that. Kleinland’s laws are very specific. Even threatening the sovereign’s life means–”
“Alex,” Bexley interrupted.
“Sorry,” Alex said. “I’ve rambled enough for one night. I saw the tea on my table. Thank you for that. I’ll drink it before bed.”
“Wait. You’re just leaving?”
“I’ve dropped a lot on you tonight, Bexley. I think we could both do with some sleep and some time to think, don’t you?”
Then, Alex was gone.



CHAPTER 23
“Can I get you anything?”
“You’ve asked me that four times since you got here,” Bexley’s grandmother replied.
“I just want to make sure you have everything you need. I’m leaving soon.”
“And Stanley is here to help,” her grandmother reminded.
“That’s right, Grandma. I’m the good grandchild.” Stan winked at Bexley.
Alex glared at him just as Stan looked up and over at her, catching the look. While Alex knew he was joking, she didn’t want him making Bexley feel guilty.
“Stan’s going to come by at least once a week, and when–”
“Your brothers get home, they’ll be here every day, or you’ll kill them,” the older woman finished for Bexley.
“They’re only in town for a couple of weeks.”
“I know, Bexley. Don’t pick on them too much, though. If they don’t want to visit, don’t force them.”
“Oh, they’ll visit,” Stan said. “I texted them both a schedule.”
“You did not.” Bexley laughed at her friend.
“I should give you three some time,” Alex spoke, placing her hand on Bexley’s shoulder only for a moment. “This is a family thing.”
Stan looked up at her and gave Alex an expression she didn’t know how to read.
“You don’t have to go,” Bexley told her.
“It’s all right. I’ll check with security to make sure the plane is ready for us.”
“I think it just waits until the departure time, dear,” Bexley’s grandmother said. “Are you worried about being late for your flight?”
“No, Grandma. We have a private plane,” Bexley said.
“Where did you get the money to afford a private plane, Bexley?”
“It’s Alex’s plane,” Bexley explained.
“You have a private plane?”
“I do, yes,” Alex said, realizing the woman might have forgotten who she was. “My family does.”
“What is it you do that you can afford a plane?”
“Grandma, I was thinking maybe I could come back for dinner tonight,” Stan interjected to change the subject. “You eat early enough for me to join you and then get to work after.”
Alex nodded at him and looked down, realizing her hand was still on Bexley’s shoulder. She let go, said a quick goodbye to Bexley’s grandmother, and walked out to the hallway.
“Bexley, your girlfriend is beautiful. I forget, how long have you two been together?”
Alex heard that, closed her eyes for a moment, opened them, and kept walking until she was in the hallway. She didn’t need to talk to security about the plane. It would be ready, as it always was, whenever she needed it. She’d just wanted to give the three of them time to say goodbye before they had to head back to Kleinland. Alex knew Bexley was worried about her grandmother. She was even prepared to offer her the plane whenever Bexley needed to return if she’d like, to help make her worry less. After last night, though, Alex wasn’t sure what her place was with Bexley.
She’d told her how she felt, at least enough to let Bexley know she was serious. Now, Bexley needed time. Alex understood that but wished that weren’t the case. They could have had their first kiss last night. She could have fallen asleep next to Bexley and woken her up with a cup of coffee and another kiss this morning. Instead, Alex had gone to bed alone and hadn’t gotten any sleep at all, wondering if Bexley was trying to figure out how to let her down easily or consider what could be for them.
“Hey,” Stan said, closing the apartment door behind him.
“Oh, hi,” she replied.
“Can I talk to you without being swarmed by guards?”
“Of course,” she said, smiling at him.
“Are you for real?” he asked.
“Sorry?”
“With Bexley, are you for real?”
“I don’t…”
“She called me last night after your little confession.”
“Oh,” Alex said.
“You told her you wanted her.”
“Well, that’s slightly taken out of context,” she replied.
“Your Highness?” a guard checked, approaching at her right.
“It’s all right,” she replied. “Can we go into the dining room? It’s empty.”
“Of course, Ma’am.”
Alex nodded for Stan to walk down the short hall and into the dining room.
“Bexley is special,” Stan told her.
“I know that.”
“No, you don’t. I know you know she’s special, but she’s special to me.”
“She’s your best friend.”
“One of two. The other one is now in a foreign country full-time, but I’ve known Bexley forever.”
“She told me.”
“She’s the best of us,” Stan said. “She takes care of everyone before herself. She stepped up for her grandmother when she lost her father a few years ago and her brothers refused to come back. She works sixty-hour weeks, minimum, at the center just because she wants to make sure that every person has access to the kind of care that takes a stuttering kid and makes them confident enough to read in front of the other kids in the classroom. She lets her brothers off the hook for basically abandoning the family business and their grandmother because she knows they love what they do. She goes to Kleinland for months to help the second Alice asks, even if it means leaving her own life here behind. When she goes out with you, she puts you first all the time. If you think a guy in Bermuda shorts and a white tank is hot and you want his number, Bexley helps you get it, even if there’s an attractive woman staring at her all night, likely thinking about getting her number. She put your safety – which, I’m guessing, was already taken care of – over hanging out with me or talking to the one woman in years she’s actually been in love with that wasn’t her best friend. She’s a good person. I know she and Alice both tell me you’re not like how they portray you in the tabloids, but if you’re fucking with my friend in any way, I’m going to…” Stan looked over at the security guards standing by the French doors. “Do nothing because they will kill me with their pinky fingers, but I won’t be very happy. More importantly, Bexley will get hurt, and I hate seeing Bexley hurt. It’s the worst thing in the world. She tries to push through it at first. Then, it kind of hits her all at once. Sometimes, it’s days later. Other times, it’s months or years. When her dad died, she was numb for months. Then, she found one of his old shirts and lost it. She cried for days, and I never want to see her go through anything like that again.”
“Neither do I,” Alex replied after a moment of silence between them. “When I told Bexley I wanted her, I didn’t mean for one night. I said it was taken out of context because it was, Stanley. She told me she wanted someone who wanted her, and I do want her. I have since I first laid eyes on her. She was so beautiful, and I thought maybe Alice could put in a good word for me, but Bexley had Holly, and she was happy. I didn’t want to do anything to risk that happiness. So, I left it alone. Every time I saw her, though, the feelings were still there. They never went away, and they just kept getting stronger. When I say I want her, I mean I want a chance to show her that I could be the one for her, Stan. It’s that serious to me.”
“Well, that’s good,” Stan replied. “Because I would have had to die by that guy’s pinky if you tried something she didn’t want.” He pointed to the guard on the left.
“Didn’t want?” Alex asked, catching his meaning.
“She likes you, too. I think you know that already, so I’m not betraying her confidence or anything, but Bexley takes time to come around to things. It took her years to even get that she was in love with Alice. I’d watch her date woman after woman, and every time, she’d compare them to Al and wouldn’t even notice. She’s put others so far ahead of herself that she hasn’t put any time into her love life.”
“I’m not rushing her,” Alex said.
“Good. You shouldn’t,” he replied.
“I’m going to take her back to Kleinland and then head home for a bit. That should give her the space she seems to want.”
“You’re leaving?” Stan asked.
“Not forever. But if Bexley normally needs time to process things, I can only imagine how much time she’ll need to process this.”
“You could really see Bex as, I don’t know, like…”
“My Queen Consort? Yes, I can. Easily, in fact.”
“Wow,” he said, thinking about it. “Because you can see her doing the job, or because you’re in love with her?”
“Those two things aren’t mutually exclusive,” Alex told him. “Hi, Bexley,” she added as Bexley walked into the room.
“Hi,” Bexley said, looking back and forth between them, likely wondering what they were doing in here.
“I’m going to help you out here, Princess,” Stan whispered to her. “Watch her reaction. She has no poker face. It’ll tell you what you need to know.”
“What?” Alex asked.
“Bex, Alex just told me about her trip back to the UK.”
“What trip?” Bexley asked, looking at Alex.
“She’s dropping you off in Kleinland and heading home. Sorry; did you not know?”
Alex understood then. She met Bexley’s eyes and saw her face fall.
“You’re leaving?”
“Just for a bit,” Alex said.
“Why?” Bexley asked.
“We can talk about it on the plane,” Alex told her. “Is your grandmother okay?”
“She’s fine,” Bexley said, looking confused. “She said she’d love to have dinner with you tonight, Stan. She asked that you wear your bow tie and dress like a gentleman.”
Stan laughed and replied, “Only for her.”
“You and this place are both favorites on my phone, so if there’s an emergency, the call will go through no matter what, okay?” Bexley said.
“Bex, I’ve got this. She’s going to be fine. I’ll come to visit and make sure she has everything she needs.”
“I’ve set up a weekly grocery delivery of the food I know she likes so that she has snacks and easy things to cook. I’ll send you the account info, too, in case you need to change it if she asks or if you notice something is running low.”
“No problem,” he replied.
“Are you sure you won’t be too busy?”
“I will always make time for her and for you. You know that,” he said, pulling Bexley in for a hug.
“I know,” Bexley replied, but instead of closing her eyes for the hug or looking away, her eyes were still on Alex’s.
“Well, I’m going to get home so I can shower and dress like a gentleman for my big date tonight.” Stan winked at Bexley. “I’ll see you two later. Fly safe, okay?”
“We will,” Bexley replied.
Alex smiled a little at Bexley using the word we to describe them together. Stan waved at Alex and then left the dining room.
“You’re leaving?” Bexley asked, still looking unhappy at the idea.
“We should get to the airport.”
“Alex…”
“There are some things I need to take care of at home. I’ll be back in Kleinland soon enough.”
“And you’re telling me this has nothing to do with what happened last night?”
“It’s a combination of things,” Alex replied.
“Well, this is going to be a fun flight,” Bexley said sarcastically.
But Alex had seen it. She’d seen what Stan had allowed her to see. Bexley hadn’t wanted Alex to leave. She’d been concerned, worried, and something else that Alex wasn’t sure of completely, but it looked a bit like sadness.



CHAPTER 24
Bexley hadn’t slept much the night before, so when they got on board, it didn’t take long for her eyes to grow heavy. Alex, for her part, was on her laptop from the moment they got on the plane, giving Bexley the not-so-subtle signal that she didn’t want to talk. So, Bexley let her exhaustion take her away. When she woke up, it was for dinner, and Alex was sitting across from her by then. They ate in relative silence, with Alex filling Bexley in on the event that Alex’s father didn’t want Lawrence to attend for her. Bexley nodded her understanding but couldn’t stop herself from wondering if Alex really had to go to that event or if she was just trying to get away from Bexley now that things were so awkward between them.
When they landed in Kleinland, Bexley stood and waited for Alex to stand with her. Alex didn’t.
“We’re refueling and taking off again,” she said in explanation.
“Oh. You’re not coming back at all?” Bexley asked.
“It’s a short flight. Best to just make it now,” Alex replied, looking up at her.
“Alex, don’t do this,” she said.
“Ma’am, we’ll be but a minute. Can I get you something to drink while we wait for the refueling?” the flight attendant asked.
“No, thank you,” Alex said. “Let me see you to the car,” she added to Bexley.
“No, it’s fine. I can manage on my own,” Bexley replied.
She walked down the aisle without saying goodbye and made her way down the stairs just as her bags were pulled from the belly of the plane.
“Bexley, wait!”
Bexley turned to see Alex rushing down the stairs and security guards hurrying to catch up.
“I’m sorry,” Alex told her when she stood in front of her. “I really do have to go. I have some things to take care of back home, but I also think you could use some time without me hanging around.”
“I never said that,” Bexley replied.
“You didn’t have to,” Alex said. “I will be back, though, I promise.”
“Okay.” Bexley nodded. “You should go. You don’t want your plane taking off without you.”
Alex moved around her, nodded to the chauffeur standing by the door of the car, and he moved out of the way. Alex opened it for Bexley and motioned for her to get inside.
“I’ll see you later,” she said.
“Will you call me?” Bexley asked. “When you land, can you at least text me or something?”
“You want me to text you when I land?” Alex asked, smirking at her.
“Don’t get a big head about it. I just want to know you’re safe,” Bexley replied.
Alex laughed and said, “I will text you when I land, and I can do the same when I get home. Would that be all right?”
“Yes, thank you.”
◆◆◆
 
“I have a bone to pick with you,” Bexley stated.
“Bexley?” Alice spoke as Bexley rushed into Alice’s office. “I’m so sorry,” she added to the man sitting across from her. “Dr. Bexley Woods, this is Prime Minister Oskar Abraham.”
“Oh,” Bexley uttered.
When Alice stood up, the man stood up as well.
“It’s lovely to meet you, Dr. Woods. Her Majesty has told me you’re volunteering your time in Kleinland to help us get a speech therapy program up and running.”
“I’m sorry. There wasn’t a guard on the door. I just walked in,” Bexley said.
“It’s quite all right. Her Majesty and I were just wrapping up our weekly meeting,” the Prime Minister replied, smiling sweetly at Bexley. “I would love to know more about what you’re working on if you have the time later this week.”
“Me?” Bexley asked.
“If you’re available,” he said.
“Me?” Bexley asked again, wondering why the Prime Minister of a country would think she wouldn’t be available for a meeting.
“Of course. We had a war here not all that long ago, and then there was the civil unrest when we overthrew the old government. Unfortunately, with the war often come injuries that impact the lives of soldiers and civilians. Her Majesty explained that you’re not just teaching students; you’ve also put together a plan to help us serve the people who have injuries that impact their speech.”
“I did, yes. You have a few speech therapists in Kleinland already, and they have the training and experience, but they don’t have the facilities and funding. I’m working with Al–” She stopped herself. “I’m working with Her Majesty on creating a long-lasting program in Kleinland, putting the focus on helping those who were injured in the war or more recently first. This past week, I met a soldier who had a stroke while on the front line of the war years ago. He’s not been able to speak clearly since, but we’re going to work with him during this program and help him with that. I believe, he’s likely to recover seventy to eighty percent of his–” Bexley paused her rambling. “I’m sorry. You probably don’t need to hear all of this. I interrupted your meeting.”
“No, I’d love to hear more, actually. I was a captain in that war. My son and daughter were both corporals. My daughter took shrapnel in her shoulder and upper chest. She’s all right, but the medic told me back then that if a piece of metal had lodged centimeters over to the left, she could’ve died or, at least, lost her ability to speak. I care deeply about what you’re doing here, Dr. Woods, and I’d love to help however I can. Perhaps, my daughter would even join us and tell you what happened to her. She’s a captain herself now.”
“Of course, if you have the time,” Bexley replied.
“I’ll make the time,” he promised.
They exchanged their goodbyes, and the Prime Minister left them alone in Alice’s office.
“You know, his daughter’s gay and single,” Alice spoke.
“What?” Bexley asked.
“He’s notorious for trying to set her up with any woman he can find that he likes.”
“He knows I’m gay?”
“I haven’t said anything,” Alice replied. “If I weren’t married to Nora, he probably would’ve asked me to meet with his daughter about something.”
“So, he doesn’t care what I’m doing? He’s trying to hook up his kid?”
“His kid is in her forties. And no, he actually cares a lot about what you’re doing here. He cares about Kleinland. He’s just also a father who loves his daughter and probably wants grandkids.”
“Well, he has a son for that, too,” she replied.
“His son died in the war, Bex.”
“Oh, shit,” Bexley replied. “Sorry.”
“So, are you interested?”
“In meeting with him to get more backing for what we’re trying to do? Absolutely. It’s why I came here.”
“No, I meant meeting his daughter,” Alice said, laughing as she sat back down.
“His daughter? No, I’m–” Bexley stopped herself and practically flopped into the chair opposite Alice when she realized what she’d been about to say.
“You’re what?” Alice asked with a knowing smile.
“You’re a bitch, you know that?”
Alice laughed and said, “You’ll have to explain that one to me.”
“You knew.”
“Knew what?”
“That Alex might like me.”
“No, I knew that Alex definitely likes you. Present tense, Bex.”
“Why didn’t you say anything?”
“Because she’s my friend, too. Wait… Did she finally tell you?”
“Not the point.”
Alice leaned in and said, “She did? She told you?”
“Al, I can’t believe you knew and didn’t tell me. I’m the best friend.”
“Alex is my friend, too, Bex. What did she tell you, exactly?”
“That she’s liked me since we met, and you’ve known the whole time.”
“Finally.” Alice took a deep breath. “I’ve had to hold this in for so long.”
“Oh, I feel so sorry for you,” Bexley replied sarcastically.
“Are you two together now?”
“What? No,” Bexley said.
“Why not?” Alice asked, her brow furrowed.
“Al, I can’t be with her.”
“Why not?” Alice repeated. “Bex, you like her. You like her a lot. I can tell. So can Stan, by the way.”
“You two have been talking about me?”
“Like you and Stan haven’t talked about me, or you and I haven’t talked about him,” Alice replied. “We love each other.”
“Alice, she told me she wants me.”
“Wants you?” Alice said, eyes going wide. “Did she try something?”
“No, she’s been the perfect gentlewoman. God, she’s been really sweet and patient about the whole thing.”
“That’s a good thing. Why do you sound like it’s not?”
“No, it is a good thing.”
“O-k-a-y…”
“Al, she’s amazing. I didn’t realize it before, but she is. She’s got that cocky side to her, and there’s the charm, and… God help me, I find it all so very sexy. But then, there’s this shyness to her, and this part where she’s kind of nervous around me sometimes.”
“She told me about the tool belt.” Alice winked at her.
“The tool belt?”
“She couldn’t get it off. You had to help her.”
“Yeah. So?”
“So, she said her heart raced when you got that close to her, Bex.”
“It did?” Bexley asked softly.
“She’s been in awe of you since you two first met,” Alice reminded.
“Me?”
“Will you stop doing that?” Alice asked seriously. “You always do that – you always make it seem like you’re not worth someone’s time. You did it with Oskar a minute ago.”
“He’s the Prime Minister, Al.”
“I’m the Queen. You just burst into my office.”
“You’re my best friend. I knew you when you were milking cows.”
“Alex isn’t better than you. You’re not better than her. You’re both just people. You like each other. She came here for you, Bex.”
“Because of the program.”
“Bexley, she’s not auditing the program because she needs one in the UK. She’s here because she wanted to spend time with you, and this was the best way for her to do that. She left you alone when you were with Holly because she wanted to respect your relationship, but you’re single now, and she wants to be with you. She wants my very accomplished, beautiful, and smart best friend. Don’t push her away because of who her family is or who she’ll be one day.”
“I’m not pushing her away. She left,” Bexley argued. “She told me she was giving me some time and that she had something to do back home, but I don’t even know if that’s the truth. She probably just wanted to get away from me since I’m clearly unable to tell her that I like her, too.”
“Her father is giving her a new title,” Alice said.
“What?”
“It’s a military thing. He’s giving her the honorary title of Commodore-in-Chief of the Royal Navy’s Small Ships and Diving Operations. It was in my briefing this morning,” Alice explained. “She served in the Royal Navy after she went to college.”
“Yeah, I knew that part,” Bexley replied. “And I’ve got a big ego, apparently. I thought she left because of me.”
“I talked to her about this a couple of weeks ago. Her father is healthy, but he’s getting older, and he needs to start doing certain things to get her prepared to take over for him one day. She’s unmarried and without children, so until that happens, he’s giving her titles and jobs to do to help secure the world’s view that she’s next in line and able to do the job.”
“It’s so funny,” Bexley said, though she didn’t laugh. “She seems to think her parents would prefer her brother be the heir, but they do things like this to show people that she’s the one. I don’t think she sees it.”
“I wonder why.”
“I don’t think she feels like she’s earned anything. Even this title is honorary. She has her rank and her medals from the Navy, I guess, but that’s it.”
“She has a degree from Oxford,” Alice reminded.
“That she feels like she got because her family got her in,” Bexley replied. “We talked about it on the flight to Kansas.”
“She may have gotten in – at least, in part – because of that, but Alex graduated second in her class. She earned her degree. She was also pre-law, so it wasn’t easy.”
“I know,” Bexley said, smiling at her best friend. “She’s crazy smart and doesn’t even realize it.”
“You’ve noticed, huh?”
Bexley nodded and couldn’t stop her smile.
“Bex, she wasn’t trying to get away from you; she really did have to go. But even if she didn’t, she’s being patient and giving you time to think about things. She put herself out there with you, and that’s never easy.”
“I know.”
“You know she’s worried about what happens, right? She’s not worried that you’ll reject her. She’s used to that. She’s used to women showing interest because of who she is or not wanting to be in the spotlight. She’s worried you’ll say yes. She’s worried you two will actually get together, but everything else will get in the way.”
“She’s worried I won’t be able to handle it.”
“No, Bex. She knows you can. I know you can. She’s worried that it’ll change your whole life; and if things end between the two of you, for whatever reason, that you’d never be able to go back to how things were before. You’d always be the ex-girlfriend of the next Queen of England. She doesn’t want anything to mess with your life like that.”
“I don’t know that I can handle all of that. How do you two?”
“Bex, when Mr. Daughtry and Nora came to find me back home, and the press showed up, you didn’t miss a beat. You drove us to safety, made sure not to make a comment, took care of Stan and your grandmother, and you’ve been a feature in my, dare I say it, court ever since.”
“Don’t say your court. This isn’t the seventeen-hundreds,” Bexley joked.
“People notice you at parties and events when you’re here. You’re a damn doctor, Bex. You volunteer your time, you keep up with current events, and you understand history. I’ll take credit for a lot of that, by the way.” Alice, the former history teacher, winked at her. “You’re pretty much the perfect Consort.”
“Aren’t I just an American commoner?”
“Times have changed. Alex’s mom has been pushing a lesbian Duchess who’s divorced and has two kids that could never inherit.”
“She’s still pushing her?” Bexley asked, leaning forward in her chair and clenching her fists.
“Careful, Bex. Your jealousy is showing.”



CHAPTER 25
“You could at least look happy,” her mother said.
“I am happy,” Alex lied.
“Your father has given you a title, Alexandria. People are watching.”
“I have more honorary titles than I can count, Mother.”
“This one is for the Navy. You love the Navy,” her mother reminded her. “You chose the Navy over the Army, which is where we wanted you to serve.”
“I do love the Navy. I loved my time there. But I have my rank. I don’t need an honorary title. There are people serving in our navy that earn their titles.”
“You were a lieutenant,” her mother said.
“Yes, and I don’t need to be honorary Commodore-in-Chief of the Royal Navy’s Small Ships and Diving Operations. I wasn’t even a diver.”
“Well, you can’t be the Duke of Cornwall because that’s handed down to the male first-in-line. He’s giving you titles that can be bestowed, Alexandria.”
“He could always try to change that stupid rule. Women inherit now regardless of whether or not a male is born after. That has changed. Why can’t this?” Alex asked. “Honestly, never mind. I don’t need to be Duchess of Cornwall.”
“Why are you so indifferent to all of this? It’s not as if you haven’t received titles before.”
“I’m not indifferent. I just wasn’t planning on coming back this soon.”
“I know that. Why do you think I asked your father to move up his plans?”
Alex turned to look at her mother and asked, “What? Why?”
“Because you’ve been spending too much time away. It’s not good for you; for the family. You need to be here and be seen.”
“Is Father all right?” Alex asked, concerned.
“He’s fine. He’ll likely outlive us all,” her mother replied, rolling her eyes. “The man runs every morning, has never picked up a cigarette, and rarely drinks more than a glass of anything. The doctor said just two weeks ago that he’s in perfect health.”
“So, why do I need to be here more?”
“Because it’s time, Alexandria. I’ve told you this a million times. It’s time for you to be here and to put one hundred percent into your role. It’s time for you to settle down.”
“You think I’m not settled?”
“You cannot be settled until you find a wife,” her mother told her. “And until you have children.”
“I’m settled enough,” Alex replied.
“Teresa is here tonight.”
“I know. She’s always invited to these things,” Alex said, showing no interest in her tone whatsoever.
“There’s also the Princess from Luxembourg.”
“She’s nineteen,” Alex replied.
“And she’s bisexual, according to her mother.”
“She’s nineteen,” Alex repeated.
“She turns twenty next month,” her mother told her. “You and your brother have been invited to her party. She’s very pretty. Plus, she’s third in line, so there’s no risk of her taking over Luxembourg. She’s not really a Princess as it’s only a Grand Duchy, but she’s–”
“Nineteen. I have a sweater older than her, Mother,” Alex said.
“She’s young, yes, but she hasn’t been married. She also has a fertile family. She’s one of six, after all, and her older siblings all have children.”
“Oh, my God,” Alex said. “I cannot do this with you right now.”
“Alexandria, I’m only thinking of your happiness.”
“If that were true, you’d leave me alone and stop trying to find me eligible women I don’t want to marry,” Alex stated. “I’m going to get some fresh air.”
Alex left her mother standing at this ridiculous party. She was actually a little embarrassed that her mates from the Navy were there. She hoped they knew she didn’t need an honorary title. She’d been a lieutenant and could have stayed on if she weren’t the heir to the throne. Her brother stayed on and became lieutenant commander because, of course, he had to end up outranking her in the end. He wasn’t next up, so he’d been able to stay in the Navy for five more years after she’d left.
Alex had to shake some hands and make some small talk on her way out to the balcony that faced the garden. She couldn’t wait until she could get away to Balmoral, where she loved to prune the rose bushes. She wasn’t an avid gardener, but she liked taking walks and enjoying the flowers when she could. She liked getting her hands in the dirt and checking on the ones she’d planted herself. She wasn’t sure where the trip to Balmoral stood, though. She’d planned on taking Bexley with her, and now, that was up in the air.
When Alex arrived outside, she was immediately met with Teresa, whom she hadn’t noticed prior to getting there. Teresa was talking to another woman, so Alex turned to go back inside.
“Your Royal Highness,” Teresa said.
“Evening, Your Grace,” Alex replied with a nod after turning back around.
“Can you please excuse me?” Teresa said to the other woman, who walked back inside with a quick greeting to Alex. “You look very nice in your uniform, if you don’t mind me saying so, Ma’am.”
“Thank you. You look beautiful, as always,” Alex replied politely.
“Thank you,” Teresa said with a small blush. “Forgive me, but I don’t know the meaning behind the title you received.”
“It mainly means I’ll preside over certain ceremonies in the future,” Alex replied, giving her only the basics.
“I see,” Teresa said. “So, are you back for good, or will you return to Kleinland?”
“I’ll be returning,” she said.
“Did I hear correctly that you spent the weekend in the States?” Teresa asked.
News had gotten out about her weekend trip after they’d returned, but luckily for Alex, there had only been one very blurry picture of her leaving the bar with Bexley in tow. Her mother had made a comment about her wishing Alex wouldn’t have gone, but other than that, news of her new title had dominated the cycle more than her trip.
“I was there for a couple of days, yes.”
“In a lesbian bar?” Teresa asked.
“It’s a gay bar,” she said simply.
“You were holding a woman’s hand in the picture the palace has yet to confirm was actually you. It looked like you were pulling her protectively along.”
“She’s a friend,” Alex said.
“That you hold hands with?”
“Teresa, I–”
“I understand, Alex. I just wish you would’ve told me you were seeing someone else. I’ve been waiting for you to return so that we might begin again.”
“I don’t think it’s going to work out with us, Teresa,” Alex said.
“I see,” Teresa replied.
“I’m sorry.”
“Well, better now than later, right?” Teresa said. “I probably should have known. Your mother set us up.” She winked at Alex.
“She has a tendency to do what she wants,” Alex said of her mother.
“Can I ask you, though? Is it because of my divorce? My children?”
“No, it doesn’t have anything to do with either of those things.”
“Well, that’s awful. I was hoping it was that you didn’t want to be a stepparent or hated that I’d gotten divorced. It appears, though, that you just don’t like my personality.”
“No, it’s not–”
“I’m joking,” Teresa said. “We’re not meant to be, and that’s all right. I’ll get on.”
“I know you will. If you’re interested, my mother has a list of eligible women who are interested in women. I have no plans on using it. You’re welcome to it.”
“Your cast-offs?” Teresa laughed.
“I haven’t even met some of them.”
“Your mother does have good taste. She set us up after all.”
“I’m sure you’d find respectable, upstanding ladies who would be interested in relationships and some that might just be interested in a night of good fun.”
“Oh, I could do with a night of good fun.” Teresa looked skyward. “The last woman I tried to have fun with turned me down.” She glanced at Alex playfully.
“Her loss,” Alex said.
“Well, of course,” Teresa replied, taking a drink of her wine. Then, she asked, “Who’s the woman that’s stolen your heart, Your Royal Highness?”
“Sorry?”
“The hand you were pulling along so protectively belonged to a woman. I’m sure she’s beautiful, but the photo was so blurry, there was no making her out.”
“She really is just a friend.”
“But you’d like it to be more?”
Alex nodded and gave her a shrug.
“Does she?”
“I think so.”
“Then, what are you doing here? Get back to Kleinland or the States or wherever she is and tell her.”
Alex thought about telling Teresa that she’d already told Bexley how she felt, but it wasn’t worth having that conversation with a woman who was only trying to be polite.
“Alex,” Teresa added softly. “You do deserve to be happy with whomever you end up with. If you believe it’s her, I say go get her and screw that mother of yours if she tries to stand in your way.”
Alex laughed.
“But please, don’t tell her I said that. I’d love to get my hands on that list of hers.”
Alex continued laughing.
◆◆◆
 
Alex hadn’t told Alice she was returning so quickly. She hadn’t told Bexley, either, but the day following the title ceremony and the party, Alex had told her parents that she’d be leaving again and hadn’t set a return date. Larry would handle what he could, and everything else would either have to wait or be canceled. She needed to see Bexley.
It had only been a few days, but Alex missed her. She worried on the plane about what would happen when Bexley went back to Kansas after completing her work in Kleinland. Alex missed her already as is. She couldn’t imagine what that kind of pain would be like. They’d gotten so close, but they weren’t a couple. They’d simply be long-distance friends, and she’d see Bexley whenever she made the trip to Kleinland.
When Alex got to the palace, she headed up the stairs to her usual room and put her stuff away. She smiled when she heard one of the babies laughing that adorable baby laugh. She went in search of Alice and Nora to tell them she was back and, instead, found Bexley sitting on the floor of the nursery, holding Julia up in the air and making faces at her. Julia laughed. Bexley put her back down in her lap and tickled Tor’s stomach as he lay on the rug beside her. He laughed.
“Never get any bigger, okay?” Bexley said. “Stay this way forever.”
Alex crossed her arms over her chest and just stared. Bexley’s hair was in a braid, hanging over one shoulder, and Julia managed to get hold of it.
“Okay. We’ve talked about this, baby girl. You’ll grow one of these, too, one day, but this one is mine.”
“Hey,” Alice whispered.
Alex turned to see the woman standing just off to the side before walking over to her.
“Hey,” she replied.
“You’re back?”
“Just,” she said.
“Does she know?” Alice asked.
“Not yet.”
“But you were just staring at her?”
Alex nodded.
“Nora’s at work late. I’m about to put the kids to bed with Bex. Do you want to join us?”
Alex shook her head and said, “Not tonight. I’m tired. I was just coming to find you to let you know I’m back, but I’m going to get some sleep, okay?”
“She’s going to want to come talk to you.”
“I’ll see her tomorrow. Can you not tell her I’m here just yet?”
“Alex, this is dumb. Just talk to her.”
“I did. I told her how I felt. And I’m back to talk more, but seeing her just now, with them, looking…” Alex closed her eyes for a second before opening them again. “She’s who I want, Alice.”
“I know that,” Alice replied. “Just… Whenever you do finally get this whole thing figured, remember strawberries.”
“What?”
“Bexley loves them.” Alice winked at her.



CHAPTER 26
Bexley stayed up late, working on the plan for the following week. Each patient was unique, so they needed unique treatment plans. Now that this stage of the program included patient work, she was even busier than before.
She’d also met with the Prime Minister and his daughter, who was very nice but also clearly not interested in Bexley in the slightest. The woman had invited Bexley for a drink, though, and they’d gone to a pub in the city, spending some time laughing about her father’s attempts to find her a girlfriend. While it had been fun, neither of them was interested in anything more. In fact, Bexley had done what she did best when out with a friend at a bar: she’d played wingwoman. When Suze had noticed a woman she found attractive sitting at the end of the bar, having a beer, Bexley had gone over to her and asked if she’d be interested in Suze buying her a drink. The next day, Bexley had gotten a text message from Suze saying that she’d woken up at her new friend’s house and had an amazing night. There had also been many emojis at the end of that message.
This morning, on the way into the office, Bexley stopped for a cup of coffee at her new favorite café down the street and grabbed some pastries for the students and patients who would be in that day. When she got to the door of the building, though, she noticed something.
“Dr. Woods,” a man said.
“Albert,” she replied.
“Her Royal Highness is upstairs,” he informed her.
“I guessed that since you and your other well-dressed friends are outside my door,” she said, smiling at the guard. “Would you like a pastry?” She held up the bag.
“No, thank you, Ma’am.”
“If you change your mind, they’ll be upstairs.”
Bexley tried to appear casual, but as she took the elevator up to her floor, her heart started racing. Alex was back. And the woman wasn’t just back; she was here. She was already inside Bexley’s office. Alex hadn’t waited for Bexley that morning. She’d beaten her here.
The elevator dinged when Bexley arrived, and she was met instantly with two students.
“Hello, Dr. Woods.”
“Hi,” she said, looking around for Alex.
“Oh, can I take this for you?” one of the students asked.
“Sure,” she said half-heartedly. “Pastries for everyone. You can put them in the kitchen.”
“Will do. Patients are in the back office,” he let her know and then added, “Princess Alexandria is in there with them.”
“She is?”
“Yes. They’re all waiting for you to arrive, Ma’am.”
“I’m ten minutes early,” she said. “Thank you,” she added when he took the bag from her.
Bexley took a long drink of her coffee and set the cup on the table by the projector. She heard laughter coming from one of the offices they sometimes used as a waiting area and walked that way.
“And then what happened?” Alex asked.
“I… I… went to… the bathroom… and… found… found… it in the trash can.”
“Well, why did you leave it there?” Alex asked, looking so happy.
“I didn’t… do… it… on… purpose,” the little boy said.
“Ah. Well, that explains it, doesn’t it?” Alex said.
Bexley stood in front of the window that was on the right side of the open door and watched as Alex talked to the two young patients. The boy had a stutter, and the girl had difficulty with an articulation disorder.
An articulation disorder meant a person had difficulty pronouncing certain sounds correctly, and in this case, the little girl had a hard time with the letters R and S, the most common sounds kids tended to struggle with while having this condition. This normally dissipated as children grew, but it remained in some, and speech therapy was often helpful. Unfortunately, articulation disorders and stuttering often meant kids like Stan and these two got bullied and made fun of. Bexley wanted to do something about that if she could.
“Your Royal Highness,” the girl with the articulation disorder said, pronouncing her R more like a W. “Do you have ponies?”
“You can call me Alex, remember?” Alex said and smiled at her. “And I have some horses, yes.”
“What are their names?”
“Oh, there are a bunch of them. I don’t know that I have time to name them all. Dr. Woods is standing right outside the door, and I bet she’s ready to get started.” Alex looked up and smiled at Bexley. “How about I give you all of their names when you’re done, though?”
“Yes, please,” the little girl replied.
“Good morning,” Bexley said, moving to the door. “Are you two ready?”
“Yes, Dr. Woods,” the little girl said.
“Yes… Yes,” the little boy added.
“Would you go into your rooms and wait for Sasha and Tara? They’ll be joining us today.”
The kids nodded and rushed off to the two patient rooms they’d been in before.
“I didn’t know you were back.”
“I got back last night,” Alex told her.
“You were at the palace last night?” Bexley crossed her arms over her chest.
“I got in late,” Alex said.
“I was up.”
“Dr. Woods?” Sasha interrupted. “Should we get started?”
“Yes,” Bexley replied and turned back to Alex to ask, “Are you staying?”
“If that’s all right with you.” Alex stood up from her chair.
“It has to be okay with the parents for you to be in the room during.”
“I can just stay out here.”
“Actually, Lewis is asking for you,” Sasha said of the little boy. “He was hoping you could be in his session today.”
Alex smiled and asked Bexley, “Is that okay with you?”
“Sure,” she replied.
They went into Lewis’s room first, and he seemed genuinely excited that Alex was there. He even asked her to participate in one of the exercises. The session went well. Sasha did great, and Bexley coached her a bit, too, but not much because she’d clearly been doing the work outside of the classroom and the program.
After the session, Lewis and Alex took a few steps away from Bexley and the boy’s mother.
“Dr. Woods, I want to make sure we’re doing everything we can at home with Lewis. I’m worried we’re contributing to this,” Lewis’s mother said.
“We know there is a genetic component to stuttering,” Bexley admitted. “The origins of his stuttering are likely related to the way his brain developed neural pathways for speech and language. When Lewis was three and four, he went through this rapid development that we call the ‘language explosion.’ This is when their vocabulary grows almost too quickly for their brain to keep up. Sometimes, children develop a stutter then. It’s not your fault. It’s not Lewis’s fault. If you keep doing what we’ve talked about at home and we keep working with him here, I believe we’ll make progress. Has he still been exhibiting any of those escape behaviors we talked about? The purposeful eye blinking, head nodding, excessive use of filler words, or any avoidance behaviors? Anything you’ve noticed would help.”
“Not as much, no. He still stutters more around my husband than around me, though,” the woman replied.
“Tell your husband to make sure to be very patient with Lewis. He needs to do more listening than talking and to talk slowly so Lewis can catch up and then have enough time to respond. It’s likely that he needs to praise Lewis more when he speaks smoothly and gets through a sentence without a stutter. Lewis is still young enough that we can use this praise method with him. The more you celebrate him, the less nervous and anxious he’s going to be.”
“Can I ask my husband to come to one of these sessions? I think he’ll take it better coming from a doctor.”
“Of course,” Bexley replied. “He can come with you any time. I’d love to meet with him. It’s going to take all of us to help Lewis through this. I’m also happy to email or talk to any of his teachers to make sure they know the techniques we’re using here. Appropriate praise from them would really help, and I’d like to make sure they’re not asking him to read out loud in class, at least for the time being. He’s very early in his plan, and kids picking on him in class can set him back.”
“I can get you their information,” Lewis’s mother said. “Thank you.” She smiled warmly at Bexley.
“No problem,” Bexley replied. “Hey, Lewis,” she said, smiling down at the boy. “You did a great job today. Did you pick out a sticker?”
“I get a sticker?” he asked clearly.
“Yes, you do. There’s a box over there.” Bexley pointed to the box of stickers she’d bought the other day. “Take your pick.”
“Can I have a sticker?” Alex asked her.
“Did you do a good job in your session?” Bexley asked.
“Lewis, did I do a good job?” Alex asked him.
“You did great!” Lewis yelled happily.
Alex laughed and said, “Then, I think I get a sticker.”
Bexley laughed and motioned to the box. Alex went over to it with Lewis, and they stood there picking out stickers while Bexley went into the next room to talk to her other young patient about those Rs and Ss.
Once done, more stickers were passed around, and Bexley went into her own office to document some of what happened. Her students would document everything as well, but she always made sure to take notes as soon as she could after a session, just in case. When she finished, it was lunchtime, and she left the office to find only Alex standing in the room.
“I thought you deserved a sticker, too,” Alex told her before she walked over to Bexley and placed a sticker on her shirt just over the breast pocket.
“Grape job?” Bexley said, laughing.
“Well, you did do a grape job,” Alex replied.
“Alex?”
“Yes?” Alex asked, not taking a step back but standing right in front of Bexley and looking down at the sticker. “I think it’s scratch and sniff, by the way.”
“What?” Bexley asked.
“The sticker. I smell grape.”
“Oh,” Bexley said. “I just grabbed a bunch.”
“Of grapes?”
Bexley laughed and said, “Of stickers.”
Alex smiled seriously and met her eyes.
“Go to Balmoral with me,” she requested.
“I thought I already was,” Bexley replied.
“The way we left things, I wasn’t sure you still wanted to.”
“I do,” Bexley told her, knowing it was true.
“I don’t just want to go as friends who leave as friends, Bex. I’d like us to go there to see what could be between us. There would be no pressure, of course. And you’d have your own room. We can talk. I don’t expect anything more than us acknowledging this and talking about what we could have.” Alex paused. “If you want to leave, you just tell me. If, after the weekend, you decide this isn’t what you want–”
“Okay,” Bexley interrupted.
“Okay?”
“Okay. I’d love to go with you and… do that.”
“You would?” Alex asked.
Bexley nodded.
“Then, I think you get another sticker,” Alex said, winking at her. “I saw one that said, ‘You did it,’ with a cupcake on it.”
“Well, now I want a cupcake,” Bexley joked.
“I can make you smell like a cupcake, at least,” Alex replied, smiling.
“Are there any strawberry stickers over there?” Bexley asked.
“No, I already checked.”
Bexley looked at her, confused, and said, “Do you want to have lunch with me?”
“Only if you smell like a grape cupcake,” Alex teased.



CHAPTER 27
“How was I supposed to know? You didn’t tell me, and it’s not on the calendar.”
“Larry, I didn’t want our parents to know I was going to be there.”
“I’m sorry, Alex. I promised Margaret a week away. I booked the place two weeks ago.”
“This isn’t you two trying to get pregnant while someone else watches the boys, is it?”
“No,” he said. “Her whole family is going to be there, too. That’s why I can’t cancel. Her parents, her brother, his wife, and their kids – they’ll all be there. The boys will be there, too. Trust me, we will not be making another baby while we’re there.”
“I told Bexley we were going this weekend.”
“You could always come with us.”
“I am not bringing the woman I’m attempting to date to Balmoral with most of my family there. Plus, what are the odds Mother and Father know about this?”
“I told them this morning.”
“And you actually think they’re going to let you go without them? I’m surprised they haven’t called me yet, telling me to go,” Alex said.
“If they want to go, they can go. You should come, too.”
“You’re missing the point, Lawrence. I want a weekend alone with Bexley, not a weekend with her being nervous around my whole family, likely scaring her away before we even know if this can be real between us.”
“Go another weekend.”
“I can’t. I’ve made such a big deal out of this, Larry. She actually seems sort of excited about going away with me. And not to the States, where she’s taking care of her grandmother, and not to St. Rais, where we were with our friends – she actually wants to go with me. Just me.”
“It’s not as if we have a shortage of places you can take her,” he suggested.
“Balmoral matters.”
“I know it does. And you know that, too. You, as heir, don’t just take some woman you’re not officially courting to Balmoral. People track what goes on there and who goes. You should take her somewhere else, Alex.”
Alex had an idea and said, “You’re right.”
◆◆◆
 
“Strawberries, right?” Alex asked.
“For Bexley? Absolutely,” Alice replied. “Can you take her?” she asked Nora, who was sitting beside her on the small sofa in their living room.
“Sure,” Nora said, taking Julia from her wife. “Hi, Alex.”
“Hello, my little love,” Alex said to Tor, who was lying next to Nora on the sofa.
Then, Alex moved to him and picked him up, holding him against her hip.
“He never cries when you hold him,” Alice said.
“He loves his Auntie Alex,” she said, kissing the top of his head. “Julia, however, isn’t quite sure of me or Bexley.”
“She loves both of you, Alex. She’s just got more attitude. I think she takes after me, and he takes after her.”
“He is a calm baby,” Nora noted.
“Unless he’s gassy or away from his sister,” Alex said.
“I hope they always protect each other,” Alice replied.
“They will,” Alex told her. “I’ll always protect my brother. We’re not even twins, and he just stole Balmoral from me, but I’ll always protect him.”
“He stole Balmoral from you?” Nora asked.
“I’m taking Bexley there this weekend. Well, I was taking her there this weekend, but he’s using it instead, and I don’t want her exposed to my family before we even go on a date.”
“You’re going on a date?” Alice asked, smiling up at her. “Really?”
“We’re going to talk. I’m hopeful,” Alex said, smiling.
“That’s great, Alex,” Alice told her, and Nora nodded along.
“I’m nervous,” she admitted, rocking Tor on her hip.
“Just be yourself,” Alice suggested. “She likes you already, or she wouldn’t be going.”
“I’m making some different plans, but I wanted to make sure. She likes strawberry everything, right?”
“Well, I don’t know about everything, but she likes strawberry-flavored gum, strawberry cheesecake, strawberry ice cream, and strawberry daiquiris sometimes, too, but she’s a mojito girl when we go out usually. I think she likes them in just about anything.”
“Okay. I think I can take it from here. Thanks,” Alex said and turned to walk out of the room.
“Um, Alex?”
“Yes?” she said, turning around.
“Are you taking my son with you wherever you’re going, or can I have him back?”
“Oh, shit.” Alex went to give Tor to Alice. “Shit; I said shit,” she realized.
Alice laughed. Nora just watched her.
◆◆◆
 
“Hey,” Alex greeted when she met Bexley in the back garden.
“Out for a walk?” Bexley asked.
“I was looking for you.”
“Is everything okay?” Bexley closed the laptop she’d had open.
“Everything’s great,” Alex told her. “Can I sit?” She motioned to the bench Bexley was sitting on.
“Sure.” Bexley slid over a bit.
Alex sat down next to her and said, “So, I can’t take you to Balmoral this weekend.”
“Oh,” Bexley uttered, sounding disappointed. “That’s okay.”
“My brother is going to be there, and I didn’t know.”
“Okay. We can just stay here. I have a lot of work to do anyway.”
Alex put her arm over the back of the bench and said, “I’d still like to take you somewhere.”
“You don’t have to, Alex. It’s fine. This place is a palace, right? We can–”
“I want to be alone with you, Bexley. Here, there are far too many interruptions,” Alex reasoned.
“You mean, like, screaming babies?” Bexley asked.
“And nosy Queens,” Alex added.
Bexley laughed, her head going back as she did, and she left it there against Alex’s arm. Alex stopped breathing for a second.
“Well, my house is a little far away, and I can’t promise Stan would leave us alone.”
Alex leaned into Bexley and kissed the top of her head, taking a moment to breathe her in.
“I have a place,” she said. “I’d like to take you there.”
“Are you going to give me any more than that?”
“It’s private. Security will be far enough away but still close enough, so you don’t have to worry about me wearing a hat backward,” Alex replied.
“Okay. Let’s go.”
“Yeah? It’s okay?”
“I want to be alone with you, too,” Bexley said.
◆◆◆
 
“We’ll be in Wales before you know it, Ma’am,” the attendant said before she walked away to get their drinks.
“We’re going to Wales?” Bexley asked once they were sat on the plane.
“Well, I am the Princess of Wales, technically,” Alex replied.
“You have too many titles for me to keep up with,” Bexley said.
“Is it okay?”
“I’ve never been there, so I don’t know what I’m getting into.”
“I just wanted to be away from everything with you.”
“And Wales is away from everything?” Bexley asked.
“I have a place there. It’s technically not owned by me – I’ve paid for it, but I had it put in someone else’s name. One of my friends from university is on the deed, but it’s mine. He’s kind enough to take care of it for me from time to time, but when I found out about Larry taking the whole family to Balmoral, I called him and asked if he could drop off some things for us and make sure the fire was lit.”
“So, no one knows it’s even yours?” Bexley asked.
“Nope. Just him. Larry knows, but my parents don’t. I rarely go there these days. Haven’t been in more than a year. He’s promised me he’s taken good care of it, though.”
“What about your family? They don’t expect you to be with them this weekend?”
“My parents found out about it last minute. My father couldn’t get away, but my mother would be there. She did call and asked me to join them. I told her Alice requested I work with you on the program this weekend.”
“You lied to your mother?” Bexley asked, laughing.
“Unfortunately, I have to do that a lot more than I’d like,” Alex shared. “But it’s worth it, Bexley.”
“Here you are, Ma’am,” the attendant said, setting down the water Bexley had ordered, followed by the two glasses of champagne Alex had asked her to bring over in secret.
“Champagne?” Bexley asked.
“Thank you,” Alex said to the attendant, who walked off. “I thought we should celebrate.”
“Why do I have a strawberry in mine, and you don’t?”
“Because I know you like them,” Alex replied with a smile.
“You don’t?”
“No, I do, but not in my champagne. I took a chance and thought you might. If you don’t, I can ask them to–”
“I do,” Bexley interrupted. “I do.”
Alex watched as Bexley took a sip, with her eyes glued to Alex’s over the glass. Alex gulped audibly and was glad for the roar of the plane’s engines drowning it out.
“You don’t have to wine and dine me, you know?” Bexley told her. “I’m a small-town girl. I’ve been on dates to McDonald’s before.”
“Someone took you to McDonald’s on a date?!” Alex asked.
Bexley laughed and said, “Yes. But that’s what I mean, Alex. I don’t need fancy champagne. And I know this is fancy because it tastes way better than the nine-dollar stuff I’ve bought at the grocery store for New Year’s Eve.”
“Well, I’m not taking you to McDonald’s,” Alex stated.
Bexley laughed again and said, “I didn’t expect you would.”
“Bexley, I want to treat you well. I want to…”
“I’m only saying that I don’t need these things, Alex. I know we didn’t stay at the palace because it’s a packed house, but I don’t need to be flown around the world or given expensive alcohol. I’m perfectly content going to a drive-thru to grab my favorite fast food and watching a movie with someone on my couch.”
“Would we be snuggled up on that couch?” Alex asked, taking a drink of her own champagne.
“It’s a possibility,” Bexley replied.
“It’s a good thing, then. My place in Wales isn’t exactly fit for a Queen, Bex.” Alex winked.



CHAPTER 28
“Do you speak Welsh?” Bexley asked.
“Not really, no. I tried learning it when I was younger, but I’m not good with languages, unfortunately,” Alex replied as the car stopped. “We’re here.” She smiled over at Bexley.
Bexley looked out the window and said, “There’s water over there.”
“Well, the cottage is on the water, so that makes sense.”
“It’s a cottage?” Bexley asked, smiling.
“I told you it wasn’t fancy.”
Alex climbed out of the car, holding her hand out for Bexley to take. After she helped Bexley out of the car, they stood, looking at her tiny house by the water.
“It’s perfect,” Bexley replied. “When did you get it?”
“About five years ago,” she replied. “I was in Wales on an official visit, and I wanted to spend time with that friend from university I mentioned. He lives just over there.” Alex pointed with her free hand to a house on the edge of a cliff. “So, it’s easy for him to take care of the place for me. I pay him, obviously, but I think he’d do it anyway. This is his hometown. He loves this place. Turn around,” she added.
Bexley did as she was told, letting go of Alex’s hand in the process as Alex followed. They stared out at the water, which was way too cold for swimming pretty much all the time, but there were boats out beyond the cliffs. When Bexley rejoined their hands again and entwined their fingers, Alex cleared her throat. Bexley leaned into her then, loving that she somehow made this woman nervous.
“It’s cold,” Bexley noted.
“Do you want to go inside?” Alex asked.
“Security stays out here, right?”
“Yes. They’ve rented three houses. They’ll be all right,” Alex replied, kissing the top of Bexley’s head. “Come on. Are you hungry?”
“A little.”
“I can cook exactly two meals. Are you interested?” she asked as they walked up the short staircase to the door.
“What are they?”
“You’ll find out, I suppose.” Alex stood at the door and waited. “One second. Then, they’ll leave us alone.”
Two members of the security team opened the door and walked inside. A minute later, they emerged and nodded.
“All clear, Your Royal Highness.”
“Thank you,” she said. “After you,” she added to Bexley.
Bexley walked inside and looked around. It was one large room, much like a studio apartment. There was a small kitchen all the way to the left, a small two-seater table and a living area in front of the door, and a sofa with a fireplace across from it. There was a coffee table in between with a nice, thick rug on the floor, but no TV. The bed was to the right. It was covered with a dark, thick comforter, and there were two bedside tables and a wardrobe. Outside of a small bookshelf mounted above the fireplace, that was it. There were three doors in the whole cottage. One was likely the bathroom, and Bexley guessed that the second one was a closet. She wasn’t sure where the third one led, but this was the cottage of the future Queen of one of the most powerful nations in the world.
“It’s beautiful, Alex.”
Bexley heard the door close behind her.
“Thank you. It’s small, but I like it that way.”
“I can see why.”
“There’s a small garden out back I can’t do anything with this time of year, but there’s a fence around it, and I have a couple of chairs back there.” Alex motioned to the door next to the kitchen that Bexley now figured must be the back door. “Security will have brought our stuff to the door. Let me just grab it.”
“Okay,” Bexley replied, looking at the bed that looked to be a full-size bed.
Alex opened and closed the door a minute later. Bexley turned around to see she had their bags on the floor now.
“Alex?”
“Yes?”
“I’m just noticing that there’s only one bed.”
“Please remember that I’d planned on us going to Balmoral originally, where there are plenty of beds,” Alex said. “I wasn’t…”
“It’s okay,” Bexley told her, shrugging a shoulder.
“I will, of course, sleep on the sofa.”
“Does it pull out?”
“No, but it’s comfortable. I’ve fallen asleep there many times before.”
Bexley wanted to say that they could share a bed and it would be fine, but she wasn’t sure she was ready for that tonight.
“It looks like the fire has gone out, unfortunately,” Alex added. “We’ll need it to keep us warm. The wood is out back. I’ll just be a minute.”
“You’re going out?” Bexley asked.
“Just to the firewood pile. I’ll be right back. You can unpack if you’d like.”
“Can I come with you?” Bexley asked.
“It’s cold out there.” Alex smiled.
“I know,” Bexley replied.
“Okay. Come on. I can put you to work if you really want to help.”
Bexley followed Alex out the back and into the small garden.
“You have a fountain back here?” she asked.
“It doesn’t work. I need to replace it, but I haven’t gotten around to it yet.”
The fountain was small and had only greenish-brown water in it. The garden was behind it against a tall wooden fence.
“I wasn’t expecting company, or I would have had someone fix the place up. I was lucky I could get my friend to come over to stock the kitchen and clean the dust off everything.”
“You didn’t have to go through all that trouble just for me.”
“Well, we have to eat, and nothing delivers out here,” Alex replied. “Security already hates when I come here, so us going out to dinner isn’t really an option, either.”
“Right,” Bexley said. “Can I help you cook something?”
Alex removed the blue tarp from the pile of wood and said, “Sure. Can you chop vegetables?”
“I think I can handle that,” Bexley said.
“Then, we’ll make an evening of it,” Alex replied. “Can you hold the door open for me? I’ll bring in enough for the night.”
“I am an independent woman, you know? I can carry firewood.” Bexley crossed her arms over her chest playfully.
“Will you just let me do this for us, please?” Alex laughed.
“You’re trying to keep that semi-butch card, aren’t you? I think they just call that ‘soft butch,’ though.”
“Well, I’ll take both. Can you get the door?”
◆◆◆
 
“So, I know I’m not a great cook, but was it at least okay?” Alex asked.
“It was great. You sell yourself short a lot,” Bexley replied, pushing her plate away on the small table.
“The wine is nice,” Alex said, finishing her glass.
“Alex?”
“Yes?”
“Dinner was lovely.” Bexley smiled at her. “And you cooked it.”
“You helped.”
“No, I chopped. You cooked. I unpacked.”
“Oh, I almost forgot.” Alex stood abruptly and moved to the old-fashioned refrigerator. “I didn’t make this myself, but while you were unpacking, I did wash and clean the berries.”
Bexley wasn’t sure what Alex was talking about until she showed back up at the table carrying a piece of cheesecake with several strawberries around the plate.
“You…” Bexley began as Alex sat it in front of her.
“It’s store-bought, but I hope it’s okay.”
“Where’s your piece?”
“I don’t much care for cheesecake.”
“So, you bought an entire cheesecake for me?”
“Well, we’re here for the whole weekend. You can have it for breakfast, lunch, and dinner if you’d like.”
“Where’s your dessert?”
“I’ll make tea,” Alex said.
“Well, I know you like strawberries, so at least eat one of these?” Bexley forked a berry whole and held the fork over the candle in the middle of the table.
She watched as Alex leaned in and opened her mouth, and she swallowed hard when Alex took the berry off the fork with her teeth. As Alex chewed, Bexley thought about those teeth nibbling on her skin while Alex stared at her and licked her lips.
“Delicious,” she said.
“Yeah,” Bexley replied.
“I should put another log on the fire. I’ll be right back.”
“Let me do that. You start your tea,” Bexley said, standing up.
“I’m supposed to be taking care of you this weekend, sweetheart.”
Bexley smiled at the term of endearment as she walked to the fireplace.
“I won’t tell anyone that you made tea while I kept us warm. Your secret is safe with me.”
“Can I help keep you warm when you’re done with your dessert?” Alex asked.
Bexley wasn’t sure what she’d meant by that until after she’d finished a delicious cheesecake and Alex had made them both tea. Alex sat on the sofa. Bexley joined her, and Alex wrapped a blanket over both of them, causing Bexley to practically fall into her side.
“This is nice, Alex,” she said softly.
“I don’t have a television, and the Internet works but is spotty here. If you’re bored, we could pull out your computer and see if we can get a movie or something.”
“I’m not bored,” Bexley replied. “Nothing about this is boring.” She snuggled into Alex’s side and breathed in her woodsy scent, which was likely due to the fire roaring in front of them.
Alex kissed the top of her head.
“I like when you do that.”
“You do?” Alex asked.
“Yes,” she said, smiling into Alex’s chest.
“I do, too,” Alex said.
“So, what do you want to do tomorrow?” Bexley asked, tugging Alex closer to her by the hand over Alex’s middle.
“More of this,” Alex said softly.
Bexley smiled and asked, “Anything else?”
“We can take the boat out.”
“You have a boat, too?”
“It’s just a small sailboat. I don’t take it out too far, and it’s way too cold, so I don’t know that we should. There’s nowhere to keep warm.”
“You seem pretty warm,” Bexley replied. “I could stand next to you.”
“Well, I would love that, but who is going to sail the boat if my arms are wrapped around you?”
“We could try to fix the fountain,” Bexley suggested.
“I didn’t bring you here to help me around the house,” Alex replied.
“Why did you bring me here?” Bexley asked, smiling to herself.
“Because this is what it could be like, Bex. I know there’s a lot more to it than this, but when it’s just us, this is what it could be like.”



CHAPTER 29
She did her best not to make a sound, but the room was small, and she couldn’t turn the light on. Alex moved to her bag, which she’d left on the floor next to the sofa. Using the fire as her light, she pulled out the clothes she’d bought specifically for tonight. She hoped Bexley would love the surprise as she dressed in layers quietly and moved to the bed, where Bexley lay asleep. Alex stared at her for a long while before she placed the clothes she’d pulled from the wardrobe onto the bed. Then, she moved to Bexley’s side and knelt in front of the beautiful woman lying asleep in her bed. She almost didn’t want to wake her. It had been a long day, and Bexley could use a full night of sleep, but this was too good to pass up. Alex had already looked outside, and the conditions were perfect. They only had two nights here, and she didn’t want to risk them not showing up tomorrow night.
“Bex,” she whispered.
Bexley didn’t wake.
“Sweetheart,” she whispered.
Nothing. Bexley was a sound sleeper, it appeared.
“My love,” she whispered and ran her hand through Bexley’s hair.
Bexley’s eyes finally opened slowly.
“Alex? Is everything okay?”
“Everything’s fine. I want to take you somewhere.”
“What time is it?” Bexley asked, rolling over onto her back.
Alex moved to sit on the side of the bed next to her and placed her hand on Bexley’s other side, leaning over her.
“It’s late. They show up better at night,” she replied.
“What are you talking about?”
“Remember when you told me you’ve only ever seen the lights when they weren’t at their best?”
“The lights?” Bexley rubbed at her eyes and looked adorable. “Wait. The Northern Lights?”
“They’re bright tonight, Bex.” Alex cupped Bexley’s cheek. “And I’ve arranged something for us if you’re up for it.”
Bexley sat up, bringing them close together.
“What did you do?”
“Nothing crazy, but you will get cold.”
◆◆◆
 
Minutes later, when Bexley was sufficiently bundled in Alex’s outerwear, Alex opened the door for them.
“We’re going for a bit of a hike,” she said to Bexley when she walked outside.
“A hike? I’m wearing your shoes, which are at least a size too big. I can’t hike. It’s the middle of…”
“Bex, look up,” Alex told her.
Bexley looked up at the sky.
“Oh, wow,” she said, her breath coming out as steam.
“Ma’am,” Albert said. “We scouted the area.”
“It’s not a long hike,” Alex promised. “We’re going to the hill just over there,” she told Bexley, pointing to a hill about fifty yards away. “Security is going to leave us alone, aren’t you?”
“We’ll walk behind but leave you plenty of room, Ma’am,” he said, nodding.
“Wow,” Bexley repeated instead, apparently not paying attention to the conversation at all.
“Come on,” Alex said, laughing. “You’ll want to watch where you step, Bex.”
“But you told me to look at the sky.”
“You can look again when we get there.”
They walked along an old path up a hill that overlooked the water. The hill had a small old playground on it, so there were no houses, which made it the perfect spot. When they arrived, Bexley looked down at the ground.
“You set this up?” she asked.
“It’s just a blanket, and well, another blanket on top of it because it’s cold, and I don’t want you to freeze.”
“Alex…” Bexley almost whispered.
“Have a seat,” she said, motioning for Bexley to sit.
Alex lifted the top blanket, and Bexley sat on the bottom one. Alex joined her and placed the blanket over them.
“They’re so beautiful,” Bexley said, resting her head on Alex’s shoulder and linking their arms together under the blanket.
“Was it okay to wake you up for this?” she checked.
“They’re dancing,” Bexley said, smiling, causing Alex to smile as well.
They sat there in silence for a long time. It appeared neither of them wanted to ruin the moment. Alex kissed Bexley’s temple under the hat she’d given her to wear, and when Bexley tilted her head to the side, Alex kissed her cheek.
“I remember the first time I saw them here,” she shared. “Most people know you can see them in Norway, Denmark, Finland, and Sweden. Canada also gets a good show, but we get them here, too, when the weather’s right and it’s this time of year. It was the night I slept here for the first time. I’d just bought the place and only had the bed in there, but it was where I wanted to be. I wanted something that was my own.” Alex kissed Bexley’s temple again. “I looked out the window, which had no curtain on it, and I saw them. It felt like they were dancing for me; like they were celebrating with me that I’d bought this place on my own.”
“I think they’re dancing just for us tonight,” Bexley replied.
Alex wrapped her arm around Bexley’s shoulder and pulled her against her side. Bexley snuggled closer, just like they’d done on the sofa earlier.
“I know it’s a lot, Bexley… What I come with isn’t normal. And it’s not something you probably ever thought about… But it’s also this, you know? It’s also just you and me being together. It’s nights like this and nights like the ones we spent with the twins, taking care of them. It’s days like the ones we spent with your grandmother and catching up with old friends. It’s me cooking us dinner and you reminding me that I don’t have to keep thinking people wish I had been born second. It could be this for us. I won’t lie to you: it is the other stuff, too. It’s the parties, the titles, the formalities, and the work that goes into it, but at the core of it, it would be you and me. It would be nights like this.”
Bexley looked up at her, and Alex saw the lights dancing in those bright blue eyes for the first time.
“Magical,” she said mainly to herself at the sight.
“You are…” Bexley began.
She licked her lips, and Alex’s eyes followed the motion. Then, Bexley leaned forward and lightly pressed her lips to Alex’s. They were cold at first, but they warmed when Alex pressed them together again and again. When Bexley opened her mouth a little, Alex slipped her lip between Bexley’s.
She didn’t know what Bexley was doing at first. It seemed like frantic movements. But Alex was kissing her, and she was not breaking it to find out. Then, she felt Bexley’s bare hands on her cheeks, realizing Bexley had been taking off her gloves.
“You’ll freeze.”
“I want to feel your skin,” Bexley replied, reconnecting their lips.
Alex smiled into their kiss. Bexley’s mouth opened wider. Alex slid her tongue inside and moaned into the silence. When Bexley began moving, Alex followed until Bexley was on her back, and Alex was hovering over her, connecting and reconnecting their lips.
“You’re not looking at the lights,” Alex said, smiling against Bexley’s lips.
“Bring me back another time, and I will,” Bexley told her, pulling Alex back down for another kiss.
Several minutes later, Alex actually heard Bexley shiver. She pulled out of the kiss and stared down at her.
“We can either strip out of these clothes and use our body heat to keep warm, but security will see us both naked, or we can go back inside, and I can put another log on the fire,” Alex suggested.
“I vote for the fire. I don’t know Albert well enough for him to see me naked,” Bexley joked.
Alex kissed her again, sat up, and helped Bexley put her gloves back on. Then, she stood, and they picked up the blankets and walked back to the cottage in silence.
“Here. Let me help,” Alex offered when Bexley’s jacket zipper got stuck.
She moved into her and helped it the rest of the way down. Then, she met Bexley’s eyes.
“Sleep in the bed with me?” Bexley said.
“Are you sure?” Alex checked.
“We can make out for a little bit before we go to sleep.”
“This is Britain; we call that snogging,” Alex teased, pulling off Bexley’s coat.
“Well, whatever you call it, we can either do that, or you can sleep on the couch. So, up to you.”
Alex laughed and pulled at Bexley’s thick gloves.
“I’ll meet you in there. Let me put another few logs on the fire.”
A few minutes later, Alex had changed out of her own outerwear and was wearing only her pajamas again. She walked over to the window that overlooked the water and the lights and pulled back the curtains a bit. Bexley was already in bed, so Alex slipped in behind her, wrapped her arm around Bexley’s waist, and kissed her neck.
“You feel good there,” Bexley spoke.
“You feel good here,” Alex replied, sliding her hand under Bexley’s shirt and resting it on her stomach. “God, Bexley… I’ve wanted–”
“I know,” Bexley said, staring out the window at the lights. “Me too.” She rolled over and looked up at Alex. “You’re so beautiful,” she told Alex. “I can’t believe we’re here right now, and this is happening.” She wrapped her arms around Alex’s neck. “You’re right, you know?”
“About what?”
“It can be about nights like this.”
◆◆◆
 
The next morning, Alex woke up to sounds in the kitchen. Bexley wasn’t next to her, so she sat up in bed, wiped her eyes, and looked around the cottage. Then, Alex smiled. Bexley was in the kitchen, cooking. They’d fallen asleep next to one another, and she wanted that again and again. She slipped out of bed and went to the bathroom before she made her way to the kitchen, where she found Bexley in a pair of sweats and a T-shirt that Alex recognized. She walked up behind her and wrapped her arms around Bexley’s waist, kissing her neck.
“Good morning,” she said.
“I was going to bring you breakfast in bed,” came Bexley’s reply.
“You were?” Alex kissed her neck again.
“Yes. But it’s hard not to wake someone in a one-room cottage, I guess.”
“I smelled the food. That’s what woke me up. What are you making?”
“You had eggs and bacon, so I went with that,” Bexley replied.
“Sounds delicious,” Alex said, moving Bexley’s hair away from her neck to kiss her there again.
“It won’t be if you keep doing that,” Bexley told her, leaning back against Alex’s body.
“Why is that?”
“You’re very distracting,” Bexley admitted.
“How am I distracting?” Alex asked, sucking on Bexley’s earlobe just as she’d done last night before they’d fallen asleep.
“Oh, you’re evil.”
Alex laughed at that.
“Can you make your tea?” Bexley asked.
“No, I’m holding you.”
“I know. And it feels really good, but–”
“But I’ll make my tea,” Alex relented and kissed her cheek one more time.
“And then, you can hold me for the rest of the day if you want,” Bexley added.
“Oh, I definitely want,” Alex told her.



CHAPTER 30
“I’m buying this for you,” Bexley said.
“No, you’re not,” Alex replied, laughing.
“Yes, I am,” Bexley insisted. “Where do I ship it to? Buckingham Palace?”
Alex continued laughing and said, “Bex, I don’t need a hat.”
“You can’t wear that hockey one everywhere.”
“It’s fine,” Alex told her, lowering the bill of the hat she’d brought with her over her eyes a bit more.
“Come on. I have good Internet out here right now. Let me buy it for you.”
“Let me at least look at it first,” Alex replied.
They’d gone out in the backyard after breakfast. Alex was tidying up the overgrown garden, cutting things back and away from the fence since the weather wasn’t as cold as it had been the previous day. Bexley had been helping until Alex pulled that hat out of her bag, put it on her head, and returned outside. There had been a break in the clouds, allowing rare sunlight to peer through, so Alex had wanted to cover her head. She walked over to where Bexley was looking at her phone and stood behind her and off to the side a bit.
“The Royals?” she asked, laughing.
“They’re my favorite team,” Bexley replied.
“I know the actual definition of irony, so I won’t say it’s ironic, but it is a bit strange, isn’t it?”
“What?”
“That they’re called the Royals, and you’re currently standing next to one,” Alex replied.
“I guess,” Bexley replied. “So, can I get it for you?”
“No,” Alex said, kissing her on the cheek.
“What is your obsession with this hat?” Bexley laughed, tucking her phone into her pocket.
“I got it the day I told you how I felt for the first time.”
Bexley didn’t say anything. She just smiled softly as Alex got back to work.
“I know it wasn’t, but that game sort of felt like a first date for us, and you said I was cute in it. It’s silly, but–”
“No, it’s not,” Bexley interjected. “It’s sweet.” She walked over to where Alex was cutting back an overgrown shrub and added, “How is it the world has no idea how sweet you are?”
“They only see what they want to see,” Alex replied.
“Well, is it wrong if I say that I like that I’m one of the few people who get to see you this way?”
Alex stopped and looked at her.
“I don’t think so. I think that’s sweet,” she replied.
Bexley went inside to make them sandwiches for lunch, and while she was working, she went ahead and bought Alex that hat. She had it shipped to her own house and would ask Stan to pick it up for her. Alex could have more than one hat, after all, and Bexley had this vision of them going to a game together one day. She could wear her old, worn hat, and Alex could wear the new one she’d just bought her.
When Bexley finished with the sandwiches and had two cups of hot tea on the table, she sat down for a second. She could see Alex working through the small window above the kitchen sink. Muscles rippled in Alex’s arms as she lifted and tossed branches and dead plants into a pile in the postage-stamp backyard. Bexley swallowed because she knew it could be like this. It couldn’t always, obviously, but they could find time away from it all like this.
They could come here when they needed to put the world in their rearview mirror, and Bexley could watch Alex in the garden. They could build a fire together. They could buy a damn modem and router to get better Internet so Bexley could work and read articles while Alex had her feet in her lap, reading one of those books on the shelf. Bexley could buy her more books to read. They could add to that shelf together. She watched Alex, who was only wearing a T-shirt, despite the fact that it was still pretty chilly, lift that shirt and wipe the sweat off of her face. Bexley swallowed again. She’d touched Alex’s skin last night. She’d kissed her lips, her jaw, her collarbones, her neck, and just a little lower than that, but she hadn’t ventured anywhere else. Now, she was regretting that decision.
“Can I have a shower before we eat?” Alex asked when she walked inside a few minutes later.
“Your tea will get cold.”
“I’ll only be a minute,” Alex promised, leaning down and giving Bexley a quick kiss before she disappeared into the bathroom.
Yes, it could be just like this. They’d share meals and sweet kisses. They’d talk about tea getting cold and how to clean and fix the fountain in the back. Of course, Bexley also knew there was a lot more to it than this, and that was what scared her so much. Alex didn’t scare her. Bexley’s growing feelings for the woman didn’t scare her. Weirdly, they actually made sense to her in a way that not much else did. But the other stuff scared the shit out of her. To be with Alex meant that the world would know Bexley. To be with Alex forever meant that Bexley would have to give up just about everything in her life. And while she knew she wanted the woman, she didn’t know about the other stuff yet.
What frightened Bexley even more, though, was that, despite being so terrified, she was still here. She was sitting at the table, waiting for Her Royal Highness Princess Alexandria to come out of the shower. Bexley didn’t even know if that was the right way to call her. Wasn’t there more to it than that? Alex had the Princess Royal title, too. Where did that one go? Did Bexley have to add the new honorary title as well? How long was Alex’s actual title? And when did Bexley have to use it now that they were dating? Were they dating? Were they together?
“Bex?” Alex asked.
Bexley looked up and saw Alex standing in front of the bed, wearing a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. Her hair was wet and down. She was running a towel over the ends, and she looked so beautiful. Bexley’s breath caught, and all the scary questions disappeared.
“Yeah?”
“Can I ask you a very random question?”
“Sure.” Bexley laughed a little.
“Have you ever cut someone’s hair?”
◆◆◆
 
“Are you sure?” Bexley checked, holding the old pair of scissors at the spot Alex had told her she wanted to be cut off. “I’ve only ever cut my grandma and brother’s hair. It’s not the same thing. Well, I cut my own bangs when I was a kid. That was a nightmare. I don’t think I should do this, Alex. Let’s go into town if you have to do this today. There’s bound to be a barbershop or a salon or something open. Actually, let’s just wait. When we get back to Kleinland, you can–”
“I want to be myself,” Alex said.
“Babe, it’s just hair. You are yourself.”
She then watched Alex smile in the mirror, knowing why.
“I’ve always wanted shorter hair.”
“And you’d look hot with it,” Bexley replied, knowing it would be true. “But I could end up getting blamed for ruining the Princess’s hair.”
“It grows back,” Alex said, laughing. “And I’ll just blame Adam if it’s bad.”
“Who’s Adam?”
“The made-up person I’ll blame if you do a shit job,” Alex said, winking at Bexley.
“Please reconsider…” Bexley requested.
Instead, Alex reached for the scissors that Bexley was still holding at her hair and squeezed Bexley’s hand.
“Oh, my God!” Bexley practically shouted.
“There. Now, you have to do it, or I’ll look a mess.” Alex smirked.
Minutes later, Alex had hair that no longer touched her shoulders. It had taken Bexley many, many attempts to make it straight. She’d gone for shoulder-length at first but had to keep cutting when she couldn’t get the hair even. Now, Alex had half-dry hair that fell between her shoulder and her earlobes, and she was running her hand through it, smiling into the mirror.
“Bex, it’s perfect,” she told her.
“It’s not too short?”
“You tell me.” Alex turned around in the tiny bathroom and asked, “What do you think?”
They were almost pressed up against one another. Alex was a couple of inches taller and looked down at Bexley with a wide smile. Bexley looked up at Alex’s hair and had to admit that it did look good. The fact that it was still half-wet and mussed made it look even sexier than Bexley had thought it would.
“Fuck,” she whispered.
“You don’t like it?” Alex asked, looking concerned.
“No, the opposite.” Bexley’s hands moved into it. “I really fucking love it. You look…”
“Yeah?” Alex asked.
“God, Alex,” she whispered again, hovering her lips over Alex’s.
“Should I blow-dry it so we…”
Bexley leaned in and captured Alex’s lips as Alex’s words faded out. Her own hands remained in Alex’s hair, but Alex moved hers around Bexley’s waist. Then, Alex moved Bexley back against the wall, and her hands were moving to Bexley’s hips now. Bexley’s still played in Alex’s hair, but they wanted more. She slowly massaged Alex’s scalp, earning a guttural groan from Alex in the process. Then, she moved her hands to the base of Alex’s neck and massaged the skin there. When Alex’s lips shifted from her lips to her neck instead, Bexley spread her legs, and Alex followed by moving her hips between them. Alex’s hands moved to the wall behind Bexley, and Bexley knew what would happen next. Alex began rocking into her.
“Oh, fuck,” Bexley gasped out. “God, babe.”
“Should I stop?” Alex whispered into her ear.
“No, don’t,” Bexley replied, running her hands down Alex’s strong back. “Your tea is about to get very, very cold.”
Alex sucked on Bexley’s earlobe and said, “We can wait.”
“I don’t want to wait anymore,” Bexley replied.
Alex stopped her rocking, kissing, and sucking to look at Bexley with those intense, gorgeous green eyes.
“Are you sure?” she asked.
Bexley smiled at her and lifted Alex’s T-shirt up and off her body. Alex hadn’t put a bra on after her shower.
“Oh, my God. You’re perfect,” Bexley said, looking down at Alex’s chest. “How are you this…” Bexley ran her hand down the middle of Alex’s chest and over her tattoo. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve wanted to kiss this spot?”
“No,” Alex replied softly.
Bexley leaned down, pressing her lips to the freedom symbol repeatedly as her hands began to wander. She heard Alex’s breath catch, and she wanted to hear it again, so she moved both hands over Alex’s breasts, up and down, until her nipples hardened against Bexley’s palms.
“Oh, God,” Alex let out as she pressed her forehead to Bexley’s. “Bex…”
“You’re so beautiful, Alex,” she said. “I just want to touch you everywhere.”
“You can, you know?” Alex replied.
Bexley smiled at her, lowered her hands to Alex’s shorts, and slid them inside to cup Alex’s ass under her underwear.
“Like this?” she asked.
“Yes,” Alex replied.
“Can I ask you something?”
“What?” Alex said softly.
“Are you holding back right now?” Bexley asked.
“How can you tell?”
“Your arm muscles are so tight, babe,” Bexley noted. “And I bet your knuckles are white, aren’t they?”
“I’ve wanted this for so long,” Alex replied. “I never thought it would happen. I just…”
“Say it. It’s okay.”
“I just want to fuck you against this wall, then make you come slowly on that bed, and take you on the sofa and against that table out there and make love to you under the lights outside.” Alex’s hips rocked hard into Bexley. “I’m about to explode, and you haven’t even touched me.”
Bexley smirked at her and said, “I want all of that, including you exploding when I touch you.”
Alex rolled her hips hard into Bexley, pressing Bexley into the wall even more. Then, she kissed Bexley just as hard before her hands lifted at Bexley’s shirt, and they separated for a moment so that she could remove it. Alex had Bexley’s bra on the floor in an instant, and her lips were sucking on Bexley’s pulse point while her hand was squeezing Bexley’s breast. The other one was lifting Bexley’s hand out of her own shorts and putting it on the wall, silently asking Bexley to keep it there. Bexley did, and when Alex moved her other hand there as well, Bexley leaned back into the wall and let go. Alex’s mouth moved to Bexley’s nipple. She sucked on it as she played with Bexley’s other breast with her thumb and forefinger.
“Jesus,” Bexley let out, having never been taken like this before and wanting nothing else in the world than to let Alex do whatever she wanted to her right now.
Alex’s hips continued to rock. Bexley spread her legs farther apart, and Alex groaned, appreciating the movement, apparently.
“Are you…”
“Am I what?” Bexley asked.
“Are you wet?” Alex asked in her ear.
“Alex, I’m soaked.”
Alex groaned again, and Bexley nearly came. When Alex returned to sucking on her earlobe, Bexley closed her eyes and gave in completely to whatever Alex wanted to do to her.
“Is it for me?”
“It’s all for you, baby,” Bexley said, loving this talking between them.
“Can I have it?”
“How do you want it?”
“All over my fingers,” Alex replied.
“God, yes.”
“And my mouth,” Alex added.
“I’m yours.”
Alex’s hand slipped into Bexley’s sweats but stayed over her panties.
“Oh, God,” Alex gasped out. “I can…”
“Feel how wet I am for you,” Bexley finished for her. “Get it on your fingers, baby.”
Alex sucked on her pulse point again. Her palm was pressed to Bexley’s center but wasn’t moving. It was as if Alex was taking a second before she did whatever it was that she was about to do. Then, in one fluid motion, her hand was inside Bexley’s panties, and she was stroking her clit hard and fast.
“Yes! Yes, baby,” Bexley encouraged.
Alex slipped inside her then.
“Oh,” Bexley uttered. “Look at me.”
Alex did look at her, and there was an expression of concern on her face.
“Look at me while you make me come,” Bexley said, wrapping her arms around Alex’s neck.
Alex nodded. She pushed deeper inside as her palm pressed to Bexley’s clit. Bexley held on as Alex moved in and out of her, Alex’s eyes staying on Bexley’s until Bexley had to close her own. It was happening too fast. She was already about to come, but she didn’t want to stop Alex. She didn’t want her to slow down. She wanted Alex to take her against this wall. She wanted Alex inside her and against her and all over her.
“I’m…” she managed.
Then, her body went still as Alex’s moved against her. It was then that Bexley realized Alex was grinding against her thigh. She was going to come, too.
“Alex…” she said. “Yes.”
Alex grunted and moaned into Bexley’s ear.
“You feel so…”
That was it. Bexley came hard, and her hips rocked off the wall and into Alex’s hand.
“Bex, I’m…”
Alex’s rocking was less rhythmic, so Bexley moved her hands to Alex’s ass, cupped it, and encouraged her to take whatever she wanted from her.



CHAPTER 31
Bexley’s lips sucked. Alex’s hips bucked. It had been like this all afternoon. They hadn’t stopped yet. That lunch Bexley had prepared for them was still sitting on the table. Alex could see it because they’d gone from the bathroom to the bedroom to the kitchen. They’d promised they could keep their hands off one another long enough to eat a now-very-late lunch, but Bexley had her up against the counter in only a matter of seconds. When Bexley knelt in front of her, Alex’s head rolled back. She noticed then that the blinds on the window were up, and while she couldn’t see any of her security officers, she didn’t want them to get a glimpse of this, so she reached for the string and gave it a hard pull.
“Fuck,” she said when Bexley sucked harder.
Alex held on to the string with one hand and Bexley’s head with the other, encouraging her to continue. She’d already come four times, and Alex had never come four times in such a short period. She was about to come a fifth, and if she had to guess, she’d say she’d come at least another two to three times before they paused for a break and sustenance. When Bexley tapped Alex’s leg, Alex lifted it over her shoulder, now balancing only on her left leg. They’d had fast in the bathroom, followed by slow in the bedroom, and now, fast again in the kitchen. Alex could not imagine a more perfect way to spend her day.
“Bex, I’m…” she pulled down on the string as she started to come.
Then, Bexley entered her with at least two fingers, and Alex pulled harder. She heard something bend and then break behind her but didn’t bother to turn to see what it was. Bexley was fucking her with her mouth and her fingers, and Alex was coming hard. Bexley licked her until Alex tapped Bexley’s shoulder with the hand that had been on Bexley’s head. Her thrusts inside turned to slow curls until they stopped moving and just remained inside. Bexley kissed her clit, and Alex dropped her leg to the floor. Then, Bexley stood, kissing Alex’s body as she moved up it.
“Um… Al?”
“Yes?” Alex said with her eyes closed, her body still tingling.
“Babe, I think you broke the blinds.”
Alex opened her eyes, turned her head slightly, and said, “Oh, shit.”
Bexley laughed, kissed the top of Alex’s shoulder, and said, “No more sex in the kitchen, I guess.”
“I’ll have them fixed before we come back. This time, with a much sturdier set.”
She caught Bexley’s smile, leaned in, and kissed her, tasting herself.
“Yes, I said that,” she added. “When we come back.”
“Would you like me to warm up your tea?”
“You don’t warm it up. You make a new cup,” Alex teased with an exasperated sigh.
“I have so much to learn, apparently,” Bexley said as she cupped Alex’s breast and then took the nipple into her mouth.
“No, I’d say you’re good.”
◆◆◆
 
Later, after they’d eaten, they lay side by side on the sofa, exchanging light touches as they talked. They’d yet to put clothes back on, which made it all that more tempting to touch, caress, and kiss. Alex did. She kissed the dove on Bexley’s collarbone.
“I thought about getting another one for my dad after he died,” Bexley shared.
“Why didn’t you?”
“I don’t know,” Bexley replied. “I guess it would’ve made it real; that he was gone.”
Alex kissed the spot again and said, “I’m sorry you lost them.”
“So am I,” Bexley said with a slightly forced smile. “I miss both of them so much. Sometimes, I think about telling them about the things going on in my life. I actually do it some nights. I almost report in, if you could call it, I guess.”
“Yeah? What would you report in to them now?” Alex asked, kissing the side of Bexley’s mouth.
“That I’m here with you.”
“And?”
“And that I’m crazy about this beautiful woman who makes me feel like I’m so special,” Bexley said. “That I deserve to see the Northern Lights in all their brightness and brilliance. That I deserve to have them dance in the sky for me while she holds me tight.”
“You deserve all those things and more,” Alex replied.
She kissed Bexley slowly then, thinking to herself that Bexley hadn’t reported in to her parents that Alex was really Princess Alexandria, the future Queen, but that she was just Alex, a woman Bexley was apparently crazy about.
They kissed like that for a long time. When Bexley’s thigh slipped between Alex’s, Alex knew it wouldn’t stop at just kissing. Minutes later, Bexley was straddling her on the sofa, and Alex had two fingers inside her. Bexley rocked forward and back so slowly; Alex wondered if she was moving at all. She held on to Bexley’s hip with her other hand, guiding the woman slowly through her building orgasm. When Bexley came, it was with her gasping and breathing hard against Alex’s lips. Alex kissed her then and knew this was the only woman she wanted to do this with ever again.
◆◆◆
 
Bexley’s fingers were deep inside her when she first heard it.
“No,” Bexley said as she pushed in deeper. “Leave it.”
“I am,” Alex replied, spreading her legs even wider for her lover. “There. That’s… Oh, that’s so fucking good, sweetheart.”
Bexley kissed Alex as the phone continued to ring. Alex didn’t care about who was calling or why. She just wanted to come. She’d woken up soaked through the underwear she’d thrown on before bed the night before. How her clit had been rock-hard and needy after everything they’d done yesterday was beyond Alex, but she’d woken Bexley with light touches to her shoulders, sides, and stomach until Bexley had rolled over to face her. Without opening her eyes, Bexley had pressed her forehead to Alex’s, slid her hand inside Alex’s underwear, and stroked her. How had she known exactly what Alex had needed? Alex had come quickly and thought she’d roll Bexley over next, but Bexley had kissed her before she opened her eyes and lowered Alex’s underwear to her thighs instead. Now, she was fucking her deep, and Alex could no longer hold on.
“My God.” Alex exhaled hard as she came down. “How did you know?”
“You were literally rolling your hips into my ass, babe,” Bexley said, laughing. “And I could feel how wet you were. Fuck, I could feel how hard you were even through your underwear.”
“I woke up and needed you,” Alex admitted, removing Bexley’s shirt. “Why did we put on clothes last night?”
“Because we needed a break,” Bexley replied as Alex sat up and took a nipple into her mouth. “And the break is over, I think.” She held Alex to her breast, making Alex feel so wanted, she almost let go of Bexley’s nipple just to stare up at her and see it in her eyes.
The phone rang again.
“Security would knock down the door if something were wrong, right?” Bexley asked as Alex sucked.
“They better not fucking come near a door,” Alex stated, licking up the side of Bexley’s neck.
The phone continued to ring.
“Babe, should you get it?”
“No,” Alex answered defiantly, slipping off Bexley’s underwear.
“Are you going to make me come instead?”
“Yes.”
Bexley laughed as Alex rolled on top of her.
◆◆◆
 
“Three phone calls, five text messages, and I resorted to leaving two voicemails, Alexandria,” her mother said.
“Mother, is something wrong?”
“Yes, I don’t know where my daughter is, and security isn’t telling me anything.”
“Mother, I am fine,” Alex told her, running her hand through Bexley’s hair as she slept on Alex’s chest. “I went away for the weekend.”
“To Wales? I know where the plane is, Alexandria. Why didn’t you join us in Balmoral?”
“I made other plans,” she replied, noting that Bexley was totally asleep, not waking at all to the conversation. Alex smiled at the thought. “I’m all right, though. I’ll be back in Kleinland later today.”
“No, you need to come home.”
“What? Why?”
“Alexandria, it’s time to stop playing around in Kleinland or, apparently, in Wales and America. You need to leave the friend I’m sure you brought with you and come home.”
Alex rolled her eyes and said, “I’m busy, Mother.”
“We have the family portrait this week.”
“That’s not this week.”
“Your father moved up the photographer.”
“And this has nothing to do with you wanting me to come home?”
“Actually, no,” the woman replied. “He requested this on his own. He is the King, you know?”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. He simply said he wanted to take the official portrait earlier this year. My guess, it has to do with the news your brother and Margaret gave us this weekend.”
“What news?”
“They are going to try to have another baby. Well, they’ve already been trying,” her mother said. “It’s possible Margaret would be pregnant by the Christmas photo. Your father probably wants one of the family now, as is, and then another at Christmas.”
“But why does–”
“Alexandria, the plane is being fueled up as we speak. I have no idea where you are, so if you’re far from the airport, you should pack and leave now. I can arrange another plane to drop off your friend in Kleinland or wherever she’d like to go.”
“Her name is Dr. Bexley Woods. And don’t use that tone when you’re calling her my friend, Mother.”
“Alex?” Bexley said softly, likely hearing her own name.
“Mum, I have to go.”
“The plane is–”
“I know. I’ll see you later,” she said, hanging up the phone.
Bexley lifted her head, and tired eyes looked down at Alex.
“Is it over?”
“Is what over?” Alex asked, running a hand through Bexley’s hair.
“Our private weekend.”
“Unfortunately, yes. But just this weekend. We’ll have more like this, Bex.”
“What happened?”
“It’s official portrait time again. My father moved up the date with the photographer, and my mother has the plane gassed up and ready to go.”
“Oh,” Bexley uttered, looking disappointed. “So, you have to go back?”
“I’ll just give her this and come back to Kleinland.” Alex smiled up at her.
“She’s going to shit a brick when she sees your hair.” Bexley laughed and ran her hand through it. “Is she going to have me murdered?”
Alex laughed and said, “Oh, shit. My new haircut will be in these pictures.”
“Yes, she’s going to have me murdered,” Bexley concluded.
Alex rolled them over until she was on top and said, “You could come with me.” She kissed Bexley’s forehead. “I know you have the students and patients, but you could maybe take a little time off.”
“Alex, I don’t think I can meet your whole family right now. I mean, we just…”
“No, I understand,” Alex said, kissing her nose. “I just thought it might be nice for them to meet you and for you to spend some time with them. My mother is annoying and frustrating, but my father is great, and my brother and sister-in-law are good people. My nephews are the best.”
“Babe…”
“I know. I’m just a little excited, I suppose,” Alex replied as Bexley ran her hands through her hair.
“I’ll have the plane take you back to Kleinland. I can take the train back to London.”
“It’s your plane,” Bexley said.
“Train ride is longer,” Alex told her. “It’ll make my mother furious, which will give me a little revenge on her for ruining the rest of my weekend.’
Bexley laughed and said, “I don’t want to be away from you.”
“Come with me,” Alex repeated against Bexley’s lips. “We can still take the train if you want, and you can spend the time working and adjusting the plan for the week.”
“I shouldn’t.”
“Do you want to come with me?”
“Yes, with you,” Bexley replied. “But your family… I don’t know.”
“I will protect you; I promise. If it gets too much, we leave.”
“Alex, you can’t just leave all the time.”
“No, but this time, I can. If they do something to make you uncomfortable or–”
“Okay. Okay. Just wait.” Bexley pressed her hands to Alex’s bare chest. “What are we even telling them? Do they know who I am?”
“They know your name, your job, that you are friends with Alice, and whatever security uncovered when they did a background check on you before they let me go with you to Kansas.”
“They did a background check on me?”
“Did you think they’d let the future Queen fly across the world with someone they hadn’t investigated a bit?” Alex lifted an eyebrow. “Should I be worried? Maybe I should ask them what they found out.”
“Don’t you dare.” Bexley laughed. “And my record is spotless, thank you very much.”
Alex kissed her and said, “Please, come with me. I’ll tell them we’re together. I’ll tell them we’re just friends. Whatever you want, Bex.”
“Are we?” Bexley asked.
“Are we what?”
“Are we together?”
Alex pressed their foreheads together and nodded.
“I want that. I have always wanted that.”
“And if we tell them, how will they react?”
“With a lot of questions we’re probably not ready to answer yet?” Alex replied with more of a question than an answer.
“And that doesn’t scare you?” Bexley asked.
“It terrifies me,” she admitted.



CHAPTER 32
“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Alex promised.
“It’s okay. I have stuff I can do,” Bexley replied.
“You can go anywhere you want. I can give you the full tour later, but don’t feel like you have to stay in here,” Alex told her.
“I cannot go anywhere I want. I have no idea what rooms I’d walk into. What if I walk into your dad’s office, and the guards swarm me?” Bexley asked.
Alex smiled, pulled Bexley into her, and kissed her on the forehead.
“I’m sorry about this. I have to go get ready.”
“I wish I could see the look on your mother’s face when she sees your hair,” Bexley replied with a smile.
Alex looked around the room she’d taken Bexley into and said, “You can if you want. I just didn’t want to put you through anything you weren’t ready for.”
“No, you have a whole family thing.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to just go to my place and wait for me there?” Alex asked. “I can have someone drive you and meet you as soon as I can.”
“I wanted to meet your brother. You said he was good people,” Bexley said, placing her hand over Alex’s heart.
“If you meet my brother and my mother hears about it, she will come and find you.”
Bexley sighed and said, “I can handle it.”
“Yeah?”
“Well, I can try to handle it anyway.”
Alex gave her a small nod. Then, she kissed Bexley again. It was slow and not meant to go anywhere, but it was good enough that Bexley had to squeeze her thighs together. Alex was an amazing kisser. Her lips somehow always knew how to move against Bexley’s. Alex knew the right pace, when to suck on Bexley’s lip, when to use her tongue, and God, Bexley needed to stop thinking about Alex’s lips on her own.
“We’re alone,” Alex whispered against her mouth as her hands slid down to Bexley’s skirt. She lifted it just a bit and added, “I could help you relieve some of that stress you’re carrying right now.”
“No, you can’t,” Bexley replied, laughing against her mouth.
“Boys, slow down!”
Bexley pushed Alex away just as the huge wooden doors opened and two little boys came running into the room.
“Aunt Alex!”
“Hey, buddy,” Alex said, kneeling on the ground as one of the boys rushed into her arms, followed immediately by the other. “How are you, guys?” she asked.
“They are unruly.”
Bexley looked up to see a woman she recognized walk in, followed by Lawrence.
“Henry, Louis, let your aunt breathe,” Lawrence told them.
“I heard you got in trouble,” Margaret said to Alex, who had just stood up and had both boys attached to her legs.
Bexley smiled at how much they seemed to love their aunt.
“She doesn’t like when I have my own mind,” Alex replied.
“How long are you staying?” Lawrence asked, kissing Alex on the cheek.
Alex looked over at Bexley and said, “Just as long as we have to. Larry, Margaret, boys, this is Dr. Bexley Woods.”
Bexley realized in that moment that she had no idea how to greet any of these people. She knew Larry was His Royal Highness Prince Lawrence, but Margaret was a Duchess of something, and the boys were something, too.
“Bex, this is my brother, Larry, and his wife, Margaret.” Alex hobbled over to Bexley, with the boys still attached to her legs. “Guys, this is Bexley, my girlfriend. Please don’t embarrass me.”
Bexley smiled and remained silent.
“Do we call you Bexley or Dr. Woods? Which would you prefer?” Margaret asked, walking over to her and pulling Bexley in for a cheek kiss.
“I’m not sure what I’m supposed to call you, so whatever you want, I guess.”
“You can call me Margaret or Maggie.”
“The older generation of our family is big on titles,” Lawrence said next. “We prefer to keep things simple when it’s just us. Call me Larry.”
“I’m Henry,” the older boy holding on to Alex’s leg said.
“Hi, Henry,” Bexley replied, lowering her face down to his level. “And who are you?” she asked Louis.
“Louis,” the boy replied.
“Well, it’s so nice to meet both of you,” Bexley said with a smile.
“You know our Aunt Alex?” Henry asked.
“I do, yes,” she said.
“Boys, can I have my legs back?” Alex asked, trying to wiggle herself free.
“Let your aunt go,” Margaret instructed.
“I have to go get ready.”
“Oh, my God, I just noticed.” Margaret pointed. “Your hair.”
“You cut your hair? Mother is going to–”
“I know,” Alex interrupted her brother and gave him a wicked grin. “I can’t wait.”
“Oh, you’re evil,” he said.
“I like it. It looks nice on you,” Margaret told her.
“Thank you. Bexley cut it.”
“You’re a doctor that cuts hair?” Larry asked.
“She’s a woman of many talents,” Alex replied instead, leaning over to kiss Bexley on the cheek.
“Eww. Gross,” Louis said.
Henry laughed.
“They say that to us all the time when we kiss, so don’t take offense,” Margaret shared.
“Are you okay here?” Alex asked. “I can show you to–”
“I’m okay,” Bexley said.
“We’ll take good care of her,” Margaret told Alex.
“Boys, stop running around. You’ll ruin your suits,” Larry said when the boys just took off running around the room. “If you two ever have children, maybe pray for girls.”
Bexley froze. Alex laughed. Then, Alex realized Bexley froze, took her hand, and squeezed it.
“He’s kidding.”
Bexley nodded.
“I’ll be right back, okay?” Alex said, kissing her on the lips this time.
“Okay,” she replied.
“So, you cut Alex’s hair?” Margaret asked, sitting on what looked to be a very uncomfortable couch.
“She asked me to,” Bexley said.
“You did a great job.”
“Thank you.”
“Don’t take offense when my mother makes her get it fixed. There’s nothing wrong with it, but she’ll use that word. It’s best to just let it go,” Larry told her, sitting down next to his wife. “So, Alex tells me you’re a Ph. D?”
And their conversation went on like that for about thirty minutes. Once they’d gotten to the topic of Henry’s school performance, the door opened, and Alex walked back into the room.
“Oh, wow,” Bexley whispered and stood up on instinct.
Alex was wearing a pair of black pants that hugged her hips perfectly. She had on a button-down white shirt under a tailored suit jacket. Her hair was still down and looked like it had just a little more volume to it but didn’t appear to have any product in it. She looked like a beautiful semi-butch, as she would say, and to Bexley, she looked perfect.
“She’s going to kill you,” Larry said, standing up.
“I don’t care,” Alex replied. “I’m dressed, and the photographer is ready.” She walked over to Bexley and kissed her on the lips. “Hi. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. You look great.” Bexley looked down and noticed the top button of the shirt was undone. “You should button that up, or she’ll really kill you.”
“You like my tattoo. Can you see it?” she asked, smirking down at Bexley.
“Yes. But, Alex…”
“You’re blushing,” Alex noted. “You’ve had your lips on that thing, and you’re blushing?”
“Alex!”
Alex laughed and said, “These photoshoots tend to go on for a bit. If you need to work, you can.”
“Where in the world are my children?!”
Alex’s eyes went wide as a woman’s voice rang loudly in the room. Bexley reached forward and buttoned Alex’s shirt.
“I’m sorry in advance,” Alex told her, turning around. “We’re right here, Mother.”
“Alexandria!”
Bexley closed her eyes tightly from her position behind Alex.
“What have you done to your beautiful hair?”
“I had it cut,” Alex said.
“Why?”
“Because I wanted to cut it,” Alex replied.
“It was so beautiful. It’s too short now. You can’t do anything with it. Alexandria, what were you thinking?”
The voice got closer.
“Mum, I wanted to cut my hair. I had it cut.”
“In Kleinland?”
“No, in Wales.”
“Who cut it for you?”
“Adam.”
Bexley wanted to laugh, but she held it in.
“Who is Adam?”
“Someone in Wales.”
“Mother, I’m here, too,” Larry spoke.
“Yes, I know. Hello, Margaret.”
“Hello, Mother,” Margaret greeted.
“What on earth are you wearing?” the woman asked Alex.
“Clothes.”
“You need a dress.”
“No, I don’t.”
“Alexandria, you either wear a dress, or you wear your military uniform for formal portraits.”
“Well, today, I’m wearing this,” she stated.
“What has gotten into you? First, the haircut, and then the–”
Bexley swallowed when she realized why the Queen had stopped talking.
“Mother, I’d like to introduce you to my girlfriend, Dr. Bexley Woods,” Alex said.
“Your–” Alex’s mother paused again. “I’m sorry; your girlfriend?”
“Mother,” Alex warned. “Watch it.”
Alex’s hand took Bexley’s, and Bexley forced herself to move next to her.
“Your Majesty,” she greeted with a terrible attempt at a curtsy.
“Hello,” the woman replied, looking Bexley up and down. “I wasn’t aware you’d be joining us.”
“I invited her,” Alex explained.
“Not to be in the photos, of course.”
“No, of course not,” Alex replied. “She’s my guest. I wasn’t prepared to have to end my trip early, and I wasn’t going to leave Bexley in Wales or make her fly back to Kleinland without me when she wanted to come here.”
The Queen seemed surprised by that and said, “I see. Will you be staying with us tonight as well?”
“She’ll be staying with me, Mother,” Alex told her.
“She can’t stay with you. People know you’re back in the city. They’ll know you’ll be at home. If they–”
“Mother, let’s just go take the pictures.” Alex sighed. “We’re exhausted. You sprung this on me literally last minute, and I’d like to get them over with so I can take Bexley home.”
The Queen looked Bexley over one more time.
“Very well. I don’t like to keep your father waiting anyway.”
◆◆◆
 
Bexley had survived the initial meeting. She wasn’t sure it had gone well, but she also hadn’t peed her pants, so for her, it was a victory. The whole family left her in the room by herself, with a guard stationed at the door. Alex had made sure she had something to drink and some snacks, but then she’d had to go. Bexley had worked on the plans for her students for the rest of the week, not knowing whether she’d be back or not. She didn’t want to let anyone in Kleinland down, but she also wasn’t ready to be without Alex. She knew that soon enough, Alex would be here, and she would be back in Kansas. They hadn’t talked about that yet, but it would mean a lot of time apart, and she wasn’t ready to start that now.
“Dr. Woods,” someone said from behind her.
She turned around and saw the Queen herself standing in the open doorway. Bexley stood up instantly.
“Your Majesty,” she said quickly.
The Queen walked over as the guard closed the door behind her. Bexley remained standing. She didn’t know what to do now. She looked at the door, hoping Alex was just a few steps behind.
“She’ll be here shortly. She’s taking photos with her father right now. In the family, we call these the next-in-line photos. If she had children, they’d be there, too.”
“Okay. Thank you,” Bexley said, swallowing.
“May I have a moment of your time while you’re waiting?”
“Of course,” she replied, feeling her heart drop into her stomach.
“Let’s sit. Shall we?”
Bexley waited for the woman to sit on the couch. Then, she joined her, leaving plenty of space between them.
“Alexandria tells me you’re her new girlfriend.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Bexley said.
“And that you’re the reason she’s been gallivanting from country to country.”
“Oh, I–”
“She has responsibilities here, Bexley. She should be at home, learning from her father.”
“I–”
“Are you prepared to move here full-time?”
“Sorry?”
“Live here? In London?” the Queen added.
“I don’t–”
“Bexley, are you prepared for the press? They’re a nuisance, but they’re part of life, if you and my daughter remain a couple.”
“I know. We–”
“Do you want children one day, Bexley?”
“Yes.”
“One day soon? It seems you’ve put your career first over starting a family.”
“I got my doctorate, yes, but I–”
“Truthfully, as a Consort, I can tell you that you must have a certain way about yourself to make this work. If you’re only interested in being a Princess or joining the royal family, it doesn’t usually work out. You have to want to put the work in. Are you–”
“Hold on,” Bexley said. “Just… hold on.” She held up her hands. “I’ve let you talk all over me since you got into the room because I’m trying to be respectful. You’re Alex’s mother, and you’re a Queen, but I won’t let you talk like I’m only interested in Alex because I want something from her. I don’t want anything from her. I just want her. So, please try to–”
“What’s going on?” Alex asked, walking briskly into the room.
“Is your father done?” the Queen addressed Alex, standing up.
“Yes, he sent me to find you. What’s going on?” she asked again.
“I was just getting to know Bexley a little better. I’ll go find your father. He’s probably in his office, working.”
The woman walked right past her daughter without saying goodbye. Bexley was left sitting on the couch, wondering what had just happened.



CHAPTER 33
“Hey, are you all right?” Alex asked, sitting down next to her.
“She’s a lot,” Bexley replied.
“What did she say to you?” Alex ran her hand through Bexley’s hair.
“Nothing.”
“Bex, tell me,” Alex requested.
“She just had a lot of questions.”
“I told her we didn’t have time to talk about some of that stuff yet.”
“It’s okay,” Bexley replied. “She’s just being a nosy mom.”
“No, she’s being an overbearing mother.” Alex stood. “I’m going to talk to her,” she added.
“No, it’s okay. You’ll just make it worse, babe.”
“She needs to hear it. I don’t want her being rude to you. I can handle it when she’s like this with me.”
“And I was handling it when you walked in,” Bexley said, standing up.
“You were?”
“I was trying to until you interrupted.”
Alex lifted an eyebrow and said, “Tell me.”
“She may have insinuated that I was only with you because I’m, for some reason, interested in becoming a Princess myself.”
“She did what?” Alex asked, gritting her teeth.
“I told her that I had let her talk all over me with her questions but that I wasn’t going to let her say that.” Bexley unbuttoned the one jacket button and wrapped her arms around Alex under the jacket. “I wasn’t able to finish because you showed up, but I would have.”
“You told my mother off?”
“I was working on it,” Bexley replied.
“Is it wrong that that sort of turns me on?”
Bexley laughed and pressed her face to Alex’s chest.
“She’s intense,” she muttered against Alex.
“I think she asked the photographer to take extra pictures just to piss me off. If she could have, she would have put me in the back, behind everyone, to try to hide my haircut and this suit, but I have to be featured prominently in every family photo. Larry can hide a little if he wants.”
“Who would ever want to hide you?” Bexley asked, undoing that top button and kissing the spot between Alex’s breasts.
“Let me take you home,” Alex said. “I’m done here.”
“You’re coming, too, right?”
“Yes. We’ll go to my place, and I’ll ask my secretary to send me an updated schedule. Now that she knows you’re here, I am certain she’s going to add things to my calendar that I won’t be able to miss.”
“She wants me gone?”
“She doesn’t know what she wants,” Alex replied.
◆◆◆
 
“Mum, you had no right,” Alex stated.
“Pardon me?” her mother said, playing innocent.
“Alex?” her father asked, putting his newspaper down.
“Hello, Father,” she said, not having any problem with him right now.
“I thought you would be taking Bexley to your–”
“I am. Larry, Margaret, and the boys saw us leaving and wanted to say goodbye. I came in here to talk to you before we go.”
“What’s going on?” her father asked.
“Did you really tell her you thought she was only with me because she wanted to be a Princess?”
“That’s not exactly what I said.”
“Who are we talking about?”
“Your daughter has a new girlfriend,” her mother replied to her father.
“You have a girlfriend? She’s here?” he asked.
“Yes, she’s downstairs.”
“Why haven’t I met her?”
“Because none of you were supposed to meet her yet. We only just got together, and I’m trying not to frighten her off, but Mum moved up the photo shoot, and I was with Bexley, and–”
“I told you that your father moved up this shoot.”
“It’s true. I asked everyone to come back from Balmoral for it. I have to be in South Africa on our original date, and Margaret and Larry told us–”
“Fine; Father moved it up. But we were enjoying our first-ever weekend alone. I wasn’t planning on bringing her here.”
“Well, I want to meet her.”
“She’s an American,” her mother said.
“American?”
“That’s what you have a problem with?” Alex asked. “You’ll set me up with literally any woman with a title, but Bexley being an American is a problem?”
“I didn’t say it was a problem. I just told your father that she’s an American.”
“Does she understand what being with you means, Alex?” her father asked.
“We haven’t had a chance to talk about it since we got together, but we talked about it before. I’ve known her for a while now.”
“Ah,” her mother said.
“Ah, what?”
“She’s the reason.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You’ve been putting off every woman I’ve tried to get you to know. Is Bexley the reason?”
“Mum, please…” Alex sighed. “I’m in love with her. I met her at Alice’s coronation ball, and I fell for her then. She was with someone else, so I tried not to care, but I love her.”
“You’re in love?” her father asked, smiling. “Really?”
“I am. She’s wonderful,” Alex told him, sitting in the chair in front of her father’s desk. “She’s beautiful, Papa.” Alex smiled wide. “She makes me laugh, and she’s so kind. She puts everyone else ahead of herself, and she’s so good at what she does.”
“What does she do?”
“She’s a Ph. D in clinical speech pathology, and she’s one of the best in her field. She spoke at this important conference in Cologne. I watched it on YouTube. They were in awe of her. I was, too, and I didn’t even understand half of what she was talking about. She’s so smart, Papa.”
“You’ve really got to knock this off,” her father said.
“What?”
“You went to Oxford, Alexandria. Second in your class. And you could have pursued the law further if you weren’t who you are. You would have made an amazing attorney. You’re going to make an amazing Queen one day.”
“I wasn’t saying–”
“He’s right,” her mother spoke, sitting down next to her. “You’ve always compared yourself to your brother. We never have, but you always do.”
“How did we get on this topic?” Alex asked.
“Where is this amazing woman? I want to meet her,” her father said.
“She’s with–”
“I’ve done this with all your girls, Alex,” her mother interrupted. “It’s not just Bexley, and it’s not because she’s an American. You’ve brought home a few women you thought you were serious about, and I run them all through my questions. I did the same with your brother’s girlfriends, including Margaret. You can ask her. She’s the only one who passed.”
“You did what?” Alex asked.
“I didn’t get a chance to finish with Bexley because she interrupted me, but I like that she did that.”
“You like that she interrupted you?”
“She has courage,” her mother replied. “That’s important in this family, especially for a possible Queen Consort.”
“We only just–”
“Got together, I know. But you know as well as I do how these things work. Once you go public, people will expect an engagement to come soon after. It’s just how it is, darling. You love her?”
“I do.”
“Does she love you?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t even told her that I love her yet.”
“Dinner,” her father said.
“What?” Alex asked, turning back to him.
“Let’s all have dinner tonight. I’d like to get to know this possible future wife.”
“Papa!”
“What?” he said, laughing. “You love her. I’m the father. I’m the King. You know that technically, you have to ask my permission to get married, don’t you?”
“Really?”
He laughed again and said, “Dinner.”
“Fine, but at my house,” she replied.
“Your tiny house?” her mother asked. “How will we all fit?”
“Who else are you inviting?”
“Well, your brother, Margaret, and the boys, of course.”
“Fine,” Alex said, sighing. “My table has an extender.”
“Alex, don’t cook for that poor girl. Let me have the chef cook something and bring it over,” her mother said.
“Bexley likes my cooking,” Alex replied. “So, if you want us all to have dinner, you’ll come over in a few hours and pretend you like my food even if you don’t.”
“We’ll be there,” her father promised.



CHAPTER 34
“I don’t know about this, Alex,” Bexley said.
“We’ll be on my turf, so that gives us home-field advantage,” she replied, smiling over at Bexley as the driver took them to her house. “You know, it’s strange to me that you’ve never been to my place.”
“Why? I’ve never been to England.”
“I think because we’ve known one another for a while. It just feels like you should have been there.”
“Your parents are coming over. How often do they come for dinner?”
“This would be the first time,” Alex admitted.
“Really? How long have you had this house?”
“A while. They come over, but we’ve always had dinner together elsewhere,” she replied.
“Who’s cooking?” Bexley asked.
“Remember when you told me you liked my cooking? I hope you weren’t lying…”
“You’re cooking dinner? Alex, there are, like, eight of us.”
“I’m making something easy,” she said. “It’s the only other thing I know how to make, and I actually have everything to make it.”
Bexley stared at Alex for a minute. Then, she smiled, moved over in her seat, and rested her head on Alex’s shoulder for the rest of the drive.
◆◆◆
 
“You made soup for dinner?” her mother asked.
“It’s more like a stew,” Alex replied. “And since I didn’t have fresh bread here, I asked the pastry chef to send some over. So, you’ll at least have something prepared by a chef tonight, Mother. I also asked her to send over something for dessert.”
“Is it the rest of our dinner?” her brother asked, looking down at his bowl.
“It’s a strawberry torte,” Alex replied. “But she also brought over a couple of other cakes and pies. As for your rude comment about my meal, there’s plenty more in the pot. I made enough for an army. You won’t starve.”
“I like it,” Henry told her with a smile.
“You’re not supposed to be eating yet. Not everyone is seated,” Margaret scolded lightly.
“Sorry,” he replied.
“Like a Prince,” the Queen said expectedly.
“My apologies, Your Royal Highness,” he said to his aunt, and it was adorable.
Alex sat down next to Bexley at the table that they’d set up together. Bexley had chopped vegetables alongside Alex, who had worked on the meat and the broth. Alex had been lucky the housekeeper had done the shopping.
“Bexley, tell us more about what you do,” the King said.
“Oh. Well, I run centers across Kansas that focus on clinical speech therapy and conduct research as well.”
“That sounds interesting,” he replied. “How did you get into that?”
“A friend of mine had a stutter when he was a kid. I saw him with his speech therapist, and I just knew I wanted to do that one day.”
“I understand, you’ve earned your doctorate as well?” he asked.
“Yes. It’s not required for my profession technically, but it helps, and I wanted to do it,” Bexley said.
“What’s a doctorate?” Henry asked.
“It means Bexley is a doctor,” Larry replied. “So, you should call her Dr. Woods.”
“Oh, no. That’s okay.”
“They’re at that age,” the Queen spoke. “Old enough to learn certain things, like not starting dinner before everyone is seated and to greet people by title. You can tell them to call you whatever you’d like in private, but in public, they should greet you properly. It’s just practice for them as they grow.”
“Oh, okay,” Bexley said, feeling like the Queen was actually kind of being nice to her for some reason. “What should I call them?” she asked. “In public.”
“They are Princes, technically,” the Queen replied. “HRH is the proper title. A long time ago, King George V made it so that only the sovereign’s children and the firstborn of the first-in-line would be able to maintain the HRH title. Later, that was changed to all children of the firstborn. For example, when Alexandria has children, all of her children will be His or Her Royal Highness. As sovereign, George – or King Henry, as you know him – could also offer those titles to Lawrence’s children, which he did when Henry was born.” She winked at her husband from across the table. “So, you can call them Henry and Louis when it’s just us. They are still children, after all.” She smiled at Bexley. “But in public, they should be addressed as His Royal Highness, Sir, Your Grace at times, or simply Prince.”
Bexley nodded and said, “Thank you.”
“I know it’s a lot for outsiders to understand,” the King said, picking up his wineglass and taking a drink. “But Alex can teach you, or we can have someone on staff walk you through it. Perhaps, Sir Anthony?” He looked toward his wife.
“Sir Anthony is old.”
“He’s old and wise, dear,” he replied.
“And smells like cigars,” the Queen added.
“I can just walk her through it,” Alex offered, placing an arm over Bexley’s chair. “But not tonight. Whenever you’re ready.” She smiled warmly at Bexley.
Bexley swallowed and gave her a nervous nod. Alex recognized it and gave her an expression that told Bexley everything was okay.
“So, if you and Alex were to take things public, how would that work?” Larry asked Bexley.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, it’s all right for you to be secret for now, but eventually, you’ll want to tell the world you’re a couple,” the King explained. “We’d handle all of the communication, of course.”
“Oh, right,” Bexley said.
“I suppose, my husband is just asking how it will work for the two of you,” Margaret spoke to clarify. “You live in Kansas. Will you move here?”
“Move?” Bexley asked.
“How’s the stew?” Alex changed the subject.
“Alexandria can’t move to the States,” the Queen said. “At some point, you’d have to be here if you two are still together, dear.”
“I don’t know.” Bexley looked at Alex. “We haven’t talked about it. As long as it took us to get together, it also happened really fast.”
“Mother, can we maybe talk about something else?” Alex requested, taking Bexley’s hand under the table and giving it a squeeze. “Papa, why are you going to South Africa?”
“It’s important that she understands, Alexandria. I’m not trying to–”
“Please, I beg of you: call me Alex, Mum,” Alex interrupted. “I have asked you since I was six years old to just call me Alex. I waited until this weekend to cut my hair, even though I’ve wanted to do it for years. I wore a suit for the first time today in official portraits, even though I feel more comfortable in them and have asked time and again to be able to be more myself. I just want you to call me Alex. Is it really that hard?”
Bexley squeezed Alex’s hand this time.
“Your name is so beautiful,” her mother replied. “I love your name. And I like calling you by your name. I like when you’re introduced as Her Royal Highness, Princess Alexandria.”
“But we’re here as a family. No one is calling me Princess right now. I’m just Alex here. Father is George to you. You’ve even called Lawrence Larry and Margaret Maggie.”
Her mother nodded and said, “I never knew it was that important to you.”
“Well, it is.”
“Very well. It’s important, Alex, that Bexley understands everything about what she’s signing up for.”
“But not tonight, Mum,” Alex said. “Can we be a normal family tonight?”
“I’d want to continue my work,” Bexley spoke.
“I’m sorry?” the Queen said.
“I don’t know what lies ahead for Alex and me. I know that we’re very new and that I’m happy. I don’t know what I can or can’t do. My grandmother needs me right now; I can’t just leave Kansas permanently. But, I don’t know, maybe one day I could move here. I don’t know London well; this is my first night here. But I loved Wales, and I’d love to see more of the country Alex loves so much.” She turned to Alex. “I know royals don’t exactly have jobs, and I’m not ready to make any kind of commitment to going public with Alex until she and I are both ready for that, but I’d want to continue my work. I help people. After they’ve had strokes, I help them learn to speak again. I help give kids confidence so they can read in front of the classroom without risking being mocked or bullied. I love what I do. I’ve worked hard to get to where I am. And I’d want to keep doing that.”
There was silence around the table. Then, the Queen cleared her throat and said, “Well, I’m sure that could be arranged.”
◆◆◆
 
“I kind of love that you have a queen bed. It seems fitting,” Bexley said to Alex later that night.
“They don’t make a princess-size,” Alex replied. “But a king bed doesn’t fit in this room, and truthfully, it’s always just me in here.”
“What about…”
“You will be the first woman to ever sleep in this bed with me, sweetheart.”
Alex removed Bexley’s shoe for her. She was currently kneeling in front of Bexley, who was sitting on the end of the bed after what felt like one of the longest days of her life. Today was more nerve-wracking than the day she had to defend her dissertation. But, considering how much Alex had warned her about her mother, she thought the dinner went well enough. By the time the rest of the family had left, Bexley felt like she’d at least won most of them over and was well on her way with the most difficult-to-impress woman in the world.
Alex kissed Bexley’s knee, then removed the other shoe before kissing her other knee, and said, “You were brilliant tonight.”
“So were you. Don’t think I didn’t notice your mother calling you Alex at least five times after you scolded her.”
Alex pushed Bexley’s skirt up to the tops of her thighs.
“We’ll see if it sticks,” she said, kissing the inside of Bexley’s left thigh.
“Babe, I’m so exhausted,” Bexley told her, running her hand through Alex’s hair.
“I know. I just like touching you,” she replied, kissing Bexley’s other thigh. “I waited a long time to be able to touch you like this.”
“You’re really very sweet,” Bexley said.
“Bex, are we okay?”
“What? Yes. Why?”
“My family basically laid out our entire possible future tonight, and we’ve been together for about two days.” She unzipped Bexley’s skirt.
Bexley lifted her hips to let Alex take it off and replied, “We’re fine. I won’t lie to you; I’m still really scared about it, Alex. I don’t know if I can do everything that comes with this.”
Alex nodded with a disappointed expression.
“Babe, I’m here,” Bexley added, cupping Alex’s cheek. “I wouldn’t be in this with you if I didn’t at least want to try.”
“What you said earlier about doing your work here… Did you mean that?”
“Is it possible?”
“Yes, we can get creative,” Alex replied. “Technically, as my girlfriend, you can do whatever you want. When you become my fiancée, it gets a little gray, but I don’t care. You can keep working as long as you want. When we’re married, you’ll be part of the family, which means you can’t have a job, technically, but you can work with charities and create programs, giving back to communities with a reach you’d never have otherwise. It’s my favorite thing about being in this family.” She smiled up at Bexley.
“You said when.” Bexley smiled back.
“What?”
Bexley nodded for her to stand, which Alex did, and Bexley pushed the suit jacket off Alex’s shoulders, allowing it to fall to the floor. She untucked Alex’s shirt and unbuttoned it slowly, watching the skin as it was revealed. Alex let it fall to the floor next. Then, she unclasped her own bra while Bexley undid her pants. Once Alex was out of those and only in her underwear, Bexley lifted her arms, and Alex pulled off her shirt for her. Bexley undid her own bra, and they were both only in their panties now.
“You said when,” Bexley repeated. “When I’m your fiancée. When I’m your wife.”
“Oh,” Alex uttered. “I suppose I did.”
Bexley leaned forward and kissed her stomach.
“Make love to me, Alex.”
“I thought you were–”
“Not anymore,” she interjected.



CHAPTER 35
“I don’t want to go back without you,” Bexley told her.
“All the more reason for you to let me do what I’ve been trying to do for the past five minutes,” Alex replied, sucking Bexley’s nipple into her mouth.
“Alex, we have to talk about this.”
“We’ll have a lot of time to talk when you’re in Kleinland and I’m here,” she replied, moving to the other breast. “But we won’t be able to do this, Bex. And we only just started this part of our relationship.” Alex connected their eyes. “And I really like this part of our relationship.”
“There’s always phone sex,” Bexley replied.
Alex lifted a curious eyebrow before asking, “Is that an option?”
“Well, it’ll have to be because I go home soon, and we’ll be apart for months at a time, probably,” Bexley pointed out. “Now that I’ve heard you, I can’t go that long without your sounds in my ear.”
Alex moved up Bexley’s naked body and looked down at her.
“Where do you stand on video sex?” she asked. “Because I don’t think I can go that long without seeing you like this,” she added.
Bexley wrapped her arms around Alex’s neck and said, “Okay. You’re right: we can talk more later.”
Alex smirked and kissed her in response.
They stayed like that for a while, but then it was time for lunch at the palace with Alex’s family since Bexley would be going back to Kleinland later that day, and Alex would be staying behind. Her father had requested it, and she hadn’t wanted to argue with him when he’d accepted Bexley so genuinely and clearly wanted Alex to stick around for some reason.
Lunch went well. Bexley sat between Henry and Louis since she was now their favorite aunt. Alex didn’t mind being replaced at all as she watched Bexley lean over and talk to each boy in turn, making them feel so special and not at all like two little boys at an overly fancy table with adults talking around them.
“She’s amazing, Alex,” Margaret whispered to Alex.
“I know,” Alex said.
“Obviously. It shows all over your face,” Margaret teased. “Does she have to go back today?”
“She has work in Kleinland to do.”
“When is she going back to the States?”
“Way too soon,” Alex replied, trying not to think about when Bexley would be on the other side of the world and not just a quick flight away.
◆◆◆
 
“I expected you twenty minutes ago,” her father spoke when she walked into his office.
“I was saying goodbye to Bexley.”
“Ah,” he said with a knowing nod. “When will she be returning?”
“I don’t know. She’s working in Kleinland and will have to return to Kansas when she finishes there. Her grandmother was just moved into an assisted living facility. Bex hates being this far away from her. Truthfully, I’m not sure how long her grandmother has, and Bex wants to be with her as much as she can.”
“That’s admirable of her. She cares for people, doesn’t she?”
“She’s the most caring person I know,” Alex replied, sitting down in front of his desk.
“I’ll choose not to take offense to that,” he said, winking at his only daughter.
“Papa, was it like this for you with Mum?”
“Being in love?” he asked as he stood and walked around his desk to sit in the chair next to her instead.
“Did you feel like this when she left for a trip? Like your heart has gone with her, and everything just kind of pauses until you see her again?”
“My, you really are in love,” he noted.
“When I first saw her at the coronation ball, I… I tried to keep it together. I put my party face on and pretended I was a completely secure, snarky Princess who didn’t really want to be a Princess at all,” she shared. “I do that with women sometimes. It feels like I should, you know? We’re so lucky to be part of this family – we get to do the things we do and have the things we have – but it does come with a duty and, often, burdens. Sometimes, it’s nice to pretend like I don’t want that duty or the burdens that accompany it. With Bexley standing there, though, I just couldn’t pretend anymore.”
“I believe that’s a sign that it matters,” her father replied with a soft, genuine smile.
“I talk to her all the time about how I want someone to be with me because they just want me, and she does. She wouldn’t care if I lived full-time in a shack in Wales or if I lived here and had people waiting on me hand and foot. She just likes me.”
“Oh, my dear Alexandria, that woman loves you.”
Alex swallowed and replied, “We haven’t said that yet.”
“I am confident you will. It’s early yet. Now, I know having someone want you for you is important, but she also needs to understand that duty you mention.”
“I know. And I think she does, as much as she can right now.”
“It’s a lot that we ask of the people who spend their lives with us. Your mother came prepared. She was practically raised to be my Consort.”
“Did you ever feel it with her?”
“What you feel for Bexley?”
“Yes.”
He paused to think for a moment before saying, “It’s complicated, Alex. My father was of a different generation. As was my mother, who was practically told from a young age that she would be marrying the future King. It’s a holdover from another time, but your mother and I were also put together purposefully. We had a fondness for one another in the beginning – don’t get me wrong – but I don’t suppose we had the same type of feelings you have for Bexley at the start of your relationship. We did grow to love one another, though. Your mother has also blessed me with you and your brother, I have two amazing grandchildren – likely another on the way, if Larry and Maggie have anything to say about it – and hopefully, more one day soon.”
“Papa!”
“What? You love the girl. She loves you. I expect we’ll see an engagement and wedding soon, followed by children. I say this not as the King but as your father, Alex. You’ve always wanted to be a mother. I remember how you looked when you held baby Henry for the first time. Your eyes sparkled in that way that you were so happy to be holding your nephew but that you wished you were holding one of your own.”
Alex nodded and said, “I’ve never met a woman I actually wanted children with.”
“Until now?”
“I wish you could’ve seen her with Alice’s twins… She slept in their nursery to ensure they were okay. I woke her up with a stuffed elephant under her head and a baby blanket attempting to cover her body.”
He laughed and said, “She sounds like she’ll make a good mother.”
“She will.”
“So will you, my dear,” her father replied, placing his comforting hand on her knee and patting it. “And in your own time,” he added. “I know your mother pressures you. She pressures you because her parents pressured her, and so on. She was raised to believe that her role in life was to be my wife and have children to carry on the line. She doesn’t mean to make you feel like you’re not enough, Alex. She loves you more than you’ll ever know.”
“Are you sure she doesn’t wish Larry was her firstborn?”
“I am certain of that.” He gave her a definitive stare. “Alex, your mother wanted a daughter more than she wanted a son. Never tell your brother this, of course, but when she found out she was pregnant, she told me she wished for a girl because she wanted the country to have another Queen by blood, not marriage.”
“And then, I turned out gay and unmarried in my mid-thirties.”
Her father laughed again and said, “I find it so strange sometimes. Parents often want to raise their children to be independent and to have their own minds, and yet, we’re so confused when they go their own way, especially when that way is opposite the way we’d prefer for them. Your mother raised you to be independent. She wanted to make sure you had a good head on your shoulders and that you understood the job of being a Princess and being the future Queen. To do that, it also meant reminding you constantly that you’d need someone at your side. It’s not just about marrying to produce children – we’ve no shortage of heirs. It’s not how it was three hundred years ago, Alex. If you’d told us years ago that you never wanted to have children, we would have prepared Larry to raise a future King. You need someone in this with you. Your mother has been a constant support to me all these years. While we might not have been in love when we met, we fell in love over the years. I know there’s no one else I could be doing this with, and that it would have been so lonely to do this without her. She doesn’t ever want you to feel that kind of loneliness.”
“Why doesn’t she just say that?”
“Because she wears armor around her heart. She always has.” He smiled as if recalling a fond memory. “It’s tough to break through, and I suspect you have that same armor. It’s nice to see you finally let someone break through it.”
Alex smiled and said, “I’ve never felt this way before.”
“I can tell,” he replied. “Now, I’m sorry that’s taken you away from Bexley, but with this development, you and I have a lot of talking to do. We’ve made plans assuming you might never marry; we’ve made plans assuming you do marry and don’t have children; and we’ve also made plans that you marry, have children, and they’re not biologically yours.”
“What?” she asked.
“Well, you could have married someone with children already, or your wife could have had your children with her eggs, which would mean–”
“Oh, my God! You’ve made plans for this stuff?”
“Alex, you’re the future Queen of one of the most powerful nations in the world. You will be the face of the most well-known and talked-about monarchy. We already had to change the rules of the Church to allow you to marry. Sweetheart, we have plans for everything.”
“Right.” Alex shook her head rapidly. “What about if I have children that are biologically mine?”
“We have that one, too.” Her father chuckled. “Now that you’re serious about someone, we need to discuss the next steps. You’re not going to like this because it’s a business conversation. We’re not talking about love here; we’re talking about how you two will proceed with your relationship. That includes if and when you go public, what that looks like, the next steps after that, giving Bexley any support she needs to understand her potential role in the future, and well, yes, talking about all those things I mentioned with the line of succession. It’s not romantic, but it is necessary.”
“Okay. I understand,” Alex said, nodding.
“How do you think Bexley will deal with the press once you’re public?”
“I don’t know,” she replied.
“We’ll train her up on media relations. I’ll have Tyrone work with her when she returns,” her father said of his head of public relations.
“Tyrone? Not one of his team?”
“Alex, she’s going to be a Queen Consort, potentially. She gets the heads of departments. Your brother can have members of Tyrone’s team. I think Tyrone has a new intern coming this summer. Larry can use them if he wants.”
Alex laughed and let out a sigh of relief.
“We’ve already done the standard background check on Bexley and her family, but we will need to go deeper. You should make her aware of this so that there are no surprises. It might cause friction between the two of you. She’s likely not used to having her privacy invaded how we are. Talk to her. Be patient and understanding with her and her concerns. Promise her it is only so we can prepare on our end and not in any way a judgment on how she’s lived her life.”
“So, this isn’t going to be fun, then?” Alex joked.
“Not at all, dear.”



CHAPTER 36
“You’re back,” Alice said, running into Bexley in the palace hallway. “And you look happy.”
“I am happy,” Bexley replied, knowing she was radiating happiness mixed with longing.
“I just got out of a meeting. Want to chat?” Alice asked. “I was going to run in to check on the twins, but they’re still sleeping, so it can wait.”
“Yes, I’ve been dying to talk to someone about this, and Stan is usually sleeping most times I’m awake.”
“I’ll try not to take offense to the fact that you thought of Stan before me.”
“He’s not Queen of a country,” Bexley told her as they walked into Alice’s office.
“So, you went away with Alex for the weekend? Should I assume something happened to cause this happiness?”
Bexley flopped into her favorite comfortable chair in the office and said, “Yes, you should.”
“Really?” Alice sat opposite her and gave her a wide smile. “You’re happy. So, it’s good?”
“It’s very good.”
“Oh, yeah?” Alice asked, lifting an eyebrow.
“Not that. I mean, yes, that’s good. Fuck, Alice, that’s great. She’s…”
Alice laughed and said, “That good, huh?”
“I’ve never… I shouldn’t tell you the details, should I?”
“Why not? We’re all friends here,” Alice joked.
“When she kisses me, there’s nothing else, Al. Just… nothing but her lips on mine and mine on hers. And I’ve never been the type to gush, but when she touches me, it’s like I’m seeing the Northern Lights.”
“Wait. What?”
“Behind my eyes; I see all the bright colors I’ve never been able to see before.”
“Is she here? Why are you with me? Seems like you two should still be in bed.”
Bexley laughed and said, “She didn’t come back with me. Her father needed to talk to her about some stuff. My guess is that it has to do with me. With us.”
“He knows?”
“Her whole family does. We were in Wales, enjoying our weekend, whe–”
“Sounds like it,” Alice teased.
“When her mother called and told Alex she needed to return. I decided to go with her. I met the whole family, and I don’t think they totally hate me.”
“Wow, Bex. You’ve already met the parents?”
“I just figured why delay the inevitable. Alex and I are together now. The way I understand it, these things happen quickly in royal families, so I had the chance and took it.”
“So, you two are a couple?”
“Yes.” Bexley nodded with a smile. “I have a girlfriend.”
Alice laughed and replied, “I’d say you do. What’s it feel like to finally just admit that you like her and for her to admit that she likes you?”
“You know what it’s like when you’re shopping for the perfect dress for something, and you can’t find it? Then, you get to a new store, walk over to a rack, and there it is. It’s the perfect color for your skin. It’s the perfect size for your curves. You already have the shoes to match. And it’s just like it was put there for you – like it’s your dress. That’s what it feels like. That’s who Alex is for me. It’s like she was put here for me, which is crazy because she’s a Princess, and I’m just a girl from small-town Kansas, but that’s what it feels like.”
“That’s how it felt with Nora, too,” Alice shared. “Like she was put here just for me.”
“How did we manage this, Al? You live in another country that you’re now the Queen of, and I’ve fallen in love with a Princess.”
“I have no idea.” Alice laughed. “But I’m so happy it did. I have Nora, who is the absolute love of my life, and we have our babies, who are so perfect in my eyes. And you’re my best friend in the world, who’s finally found your own special dress made just for you.”
Bexley laughed and said, “I miss her already. Is that pathetic?”
“No, you’re in love. You can miss her whenever you want. I miss Nora when she’s not here. Sometimes, when she stays late at work and misses dinner, I sit there either by myself or with the twins, and I just wish she were there. Everything’s better when she’s around.”
“I don’t know how to do this… I’ve never been in a long-distance relationship, period. And now, I’m going to be in one with Alex.”
“You two will figure it out. It won’t be forever, either. One day, assuming it all works out, you’ll move to London.”
“That’s crazy,” Bexley said. “I’m a Kansas girl.”
“I’m sure Alex will make sure you get a channel with the baseball games on it,” Alice teased.
Bexley laughed and said, “I can’t believe I ever thought she was this Casanova-type who only cared about sleeping with as many women as she could and had no real sense of responsibility.”
“Maybe leave that out of your wedding vows,” Alice replied.
◆◆◆
 
“I want to see your face,” Alex requested.
“Give me a minute, babe,” Bexley replied, shifting her phone until it was on the wireless charging stand. “There.”
“Hello, beautiful.” Alex smiled through the phone.
“Hi. How was your day?” Bexley asked, smiling back at her as she settled into the bed.
“Long, and I missed you.”
“I missed you, too.”
“My father wanted to run through things now that you and I are together.”
“Things?”
“Just planning for the future, as always. It was okay. I do need to tell you something.”
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong. But you know how I mentioned that initial background check security did on you?”
“Yes. Why?”
“Because now that you and I are a couple, they’re going to need to dig a bit deeper.”
“Oh,” Bexley replied, squinting at the phone. “I see.”
“If we could avoid it – I promise you, I would. But–”
“I could be a member of the royal family one day. I get it.”
Alex smiled again.
“What?” Bexley laughed.
“I just like that you said that.”
“Well, I don’t just get into a relationship with someone intending for it to go nowhere. Normally, I’d suggest we go on a few dates, talk about exclusivity, meet the friends, maybe go away together, then meet the parents, move in together, and talk about engagement and everything after that, but there’s nothing normal about this.”
“No, there’s not. But not just how you mean. There is nothing normal about what I feel for you, Bexley Woods. I’ve waited so long to find you.”
Bexley smiled and said, “If only I’d known you were hanging out on the other side of the planet, I would have taken a trip to London years ago.”
“So, you’re okay with it?”
“The check? Yeah, there’s nothing to find. I might have a speeding ticket or something, but I paid it. I’ve never been arrested. My family doesn’t have a sordid past, either. I’m pretty salt of the earth, so they’ll probably be bored.”
“How would you feel about media training?”
“Media training?”
“I know… It’s a lot. I’m sorry. Tell me about your day.”
“Alex, it’s okay.” Bexley chuckled. “Tell me.”
“It’s too much at once, Bex.”
“I’m okay. I can handle it.”
“When we go public – and that doesn’t have to be soon, Bex – the press will be all over it. That includes you and your family. We’ll take care of everything, and I promise, I’ll make sure no one gets near your grandmother. You’ll need to know how to avoid certain things and how to answer other things, though. One day, we’ll have to do a formal sit-down interview, but we can choose the reporter and how it gets handled. It’s–”
“Fine, Alex. It’s fine. I’ll do whatever training you think I need to do.”
“You will?”
“Yes, when the time comes. But that’s not right now, is it?”
“No, we can take our time. Bex, I don’t want to scare you off. You need to tell me if things are too much too soon.”
Bexley squinted at her screen and said, “Wait. What are you wearing?”
“Bexley…” Alex lifted a sexy eyebrow.
“No, not like that. I mean, maybe like that.” She laughed.
“I’m wearing the jersey.”
“The hockey jersey?” Bexley laughed.
“It’s the one you put on. You didn’t seem to like it, so I borrowed it. It smells like you. Yes, I know; I’m pathetic. You don’t have to say anything.”
Bexley laughed some more and said, “You are so cute.”
“I miss you,” Alex repeated.
“I know, babe. I miss you, too.”
“How will we do this when it’s for a long time? It’s only been a day.”
“Alex, I can’t move to London. At least, not until my grandma…”
“I know,” Alex replied. “I won’t ask you to, either. We’ll make it work.”
“I hope I have years with her, but that means years I wouldn’t have with you all the time.”
“Sweetheart, what if we moved her in with us one day?”
“What?”
“When you’re ready to move in with me, we could move her here, too. I have a private plane and the best medical staff in the world. She could live with us here. It would be private. No one gets close to this place, and I have the garden out back. The other room overlooks it, actually. She’d have a view, and we could take her for walks. I’ll have a nursing staff for her, and a doctor will check in on her regularly.”
“Babe…” Bexley said, her eyes welling with tears.
“I mean it, Bexley. You’re already family to me. That makes her my family. I want to take care of her.”
“It’s a big thing to ask of someone,” Bexley replied.
“You didn’t ask. I offered.”
“Just getting her to London would be a chore,” she reasoned.
“It would be an adventure,” Alex said. “Bex, I want all the adventures I can get with you. If you stick with me, even though I can be a bit of a mess, and you’re ready to move here one day, I want you to be able to do that without worrying about leaving her behind or not being able to be here with me. We can make this work. I will do anything I can to make this work.”
Bexley wiped her tears, knowing she needed to change the subject or she’d continue to cry for the rest of their call, and she didn’t want that.
“What are you wearing under that jersey?” she asked.
“Why? Are you interested in playing doctor?” Alex asked, wiggling her eyebrows.
“If only you knew how much I want to be touching you right now,” Bexley admitted.
“So, tell me,” Alex replied.
“Are we really talking about this?” Bexley asked, laughing.
“I’m only wearing this jersey and a pair of panties,” Alex shared. “They’re black.”
“Fuck, Alex,” Bexley uttered. “Can I see?”
Alex moved her phone while Bexley waited. Alex was lying on her side, so she lifted the silly hockey jersey to reveal a pair of black panties and her smooth bare legs.
“Oh, my God,” Bexley managed.
“What are you wearing?” Alex asked, her free hand running up and down her own inner thigh.
“A T-shirt and…” Bexley faded out as she squeezed her thighs together. “Underwear.”
“What color are they?”
Bexley couldn’t remember. She had to lift the blanket to look down.
“Blue.”
Alex laughed and said, “Move the blanket so I can see, sweetheart. Let me see you.”
Bexley tossed the blanket aside quickly and attempted to re-angle the phone.
“Oh, yes,” Alex said. “Can I touch you?”
“Have you ever done this before? I’ve never…”
“No,” Alex replied. “I’ve never wanted someone so much that I needed to watch them touch themselves, pretending it was my hand doing it. Bex, can I please touch you?”
“Where?”
“Everywhere,” Alex said. “For always.”



CHAPTER 37
Bexley Woods: I think I have a problem.
Alex read the text message as she started to get dressed for the party. She quickly responded.
Alex: What’s wrong?
Then, she waited. A minute later, the message came in.
Bexley Woods: I’m addicted to you now. I can’t stop thinking about you. Please tell me your party won’t go on forever, and we can talk tonight. Maybe even do something else we were going to do last night, but I was too tired.
Alex laughed and messaged back.
Alex: I will leave as soon as I can. You should prepare yourself by lying naked in bed.
Bexley sent her a smiling emoji in response. Alex typed another message.
Alex: If you want to get a head start and take yourself to the brink so I can watch you finish, I really wouldn’t mind.
A second later, Bexley replied.
Bexley Woods: Text me when you’re on your way to your place.
“Fuck,” Alex said to herself.
They’d been texting throughout the day and had their nightly video chats, and Alex still couldn’t get enough. She wanted Bexley next to her, not in another country. She’d known this would be hard, but it had only been a few days – she wasn’t sure how she could miss someone so much. Tonight, there was another party Alex had to attend. This one was to honor someone for doing something amazing. She couldn’t remember who or what specifically, but that was only because Bexley had been on her mind constantly. When they weren’t talking or texting, Alex was thinking about talking or texting. When she wasn’t looking at Bexley on the screen of her phone, she was picturing Bexley’s face the last time they video-chatted. She hated that Bexley was so close but also so far.
Her father had been right, though: things had changed. Now that Alex was in love and with someone she could see herself with forever, it was time for her to begin taking on more of an active role in the family than she had in the past. She needed to assert herself as more than just the heir-apparent, but also as the one the people wanted as their next monarch.
When she arrived at the party wearing another suit and with her new haircut, no longer caring what her mother thought about such things, Alex tried to give her full attention to every conversation and every person who approached, but it was difficult. She knew Bexley was probably sitting somewhere in the Kleinland Palace, wearing those adorable glasses as she read an article or did work, and had that focused expression on her face that gave her that cute little nose scrunch. Alex smiled at just the thought of it.
“Well, hello, Your Royal Highness,” Teresa greeted as she approached with a full champagne glass.
“Your Grace,” Alex said back.
“Welcome home.”
“Thank you.”
“Are you having a good time tonight?”
“Yes, it’s a great event,” Alex replied.
“You hate these stuffy affairs, don’t you?” Teresa laughed.
“No, I don’t hate them.”
“But they’re not exactly your thing?”
“Not exactly, no.”
“I had an interesting conversation with your mother earlier,” Teresa shared.
“You did?” Alex asked, surprised.
“I approached her at the last party, as per your suggestion, and mentioned that list you said she had. She told me then that she didn’t have a list, after all. But tonight, when I went to say hello, she told me that if I was really interested, she had some eligible bachelorettes in mind for me.”
“She did?” Alex asked, again, surprised.
“She said she had no need for it anymore,” Teresa replied. “So, I’m left wondering why.”
Alex smiled and said, “Yeah.”
“Dr. Woods?” the woman checked. “I do have my spies…”
“We’re not public, Teresa. Please–”
“I won’t say a word,” she promised. “And I am happy for you, Your Royal Highness.”
“Thank you.”
“Also, your mother mentioned a woman in Scotland that I might be interested in speaking with. Any intel for me?”
“She means a friend of mine from the Navy, most likely,” Alex said, smiling. “Her name is Shannon. She’s a lieutenant stationed there.”
“A military woman?”
“Yes. You’d like her, I think.”
“And she’s available?”
“She’s divorced,” Alex replied. “Her ex-wife left her a few years ago. She was cheating on her with another woman. Shannon has been single ever since. You should know that she’s not really expressed any interest in having another serious relationship. The last time I spoke with her was a few months ago, but she seemed fine playing the field, so to speak.”
“My, your mother does seem to know just what I need right now, doesn’t she?” Teresa said with a lifted eyebrow. “Would you be able to make an introduction? I’d love to take a trip to Scotland.”
Alex laughed and said, “I can text her and ask if I can give you her number.”
“Why, thank you, Your Royal Highness.” Teresa lifted her glass in Alex’s direction. “And good luck with your doctor.”
Alex nodded.
◆◆◆
 
“You gave your list to Teresa,” Alex spoke later that night when she spotted her mother alone sitting at a table.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about, dear. There is no list.”
Alex sat down next to her and said, “Right.”
“I simply know of some women who are also interested in women, and I mentioned one of them to Teresa tonight.”
“How is it you always know these women even when I don’t?” Alex asked, smiling at her mother.
“I’ve made it my business ever since you came out publicly to know the women you could possibly end up with.”
“Like the teenager in Luxembourg?”
“I was a desperate woman,” her mother replied.
“Was?”
“Well, there’s no cause for desperation now, is there?”
“Really?” Alex smiled softly at her mother.
“Alex, I know I haven’t always been the most understanding or the best mother to you, but I do want you to be happy above all else. I just also know what your father goes through and what you’ll go through, too, one day. It may seem to others as if it’s a frivolous job with no real responsibility, but in this family, we know otherwise.” She looked across the room to where King Henry was standing, talking to Sir Anthony and his wife. “Ministers come and go; the sovereign stays. It’s often a thankless job. It’s one that doesn’t end when the dinner bell rings – it’s always, Alex. I’ve watched your father for over forty years now. I made it my mission to be there to support him, to make sure we always remember to bring his special neck pillow whenever we travel so he can sleep well, to represent him when he can’t be somewhere himself, and to help him prepare our children for the roles they will have long after we’re both gone.”
“Mum…”
“That’s what it means to be a parent, Alex. You’ll see one day. And no, that’s not me pressuring you; that’s just a fact. I’ve always wanted you to be a strong woman, a role model, and a leader for our country. I’ve made mistakes, to be sure, but you are that, aren’t you? You’re strong, independent, and intelligent. You will make a great Queen one day. When your father and I are both gone, you will be secure in your role and will continue to represent your family and your country well. I believe that. To do so, you’ll want someone at your side, though. I know they say Queen Elizabeth did it all on her own, but even she was in love for a bit there. No monarch is truly alone, but no advisor or prime minister is going to help you remember your travel pillow, Alex. Your future wife will.”
“You gave Teresa that name because you think I’ve found her,” Alex concluded.
“I see how you two look at one another. There’s no mistaking what that is, Alex. I’ve also seen a change in you since you’ve been spending so much time with Dr. Woods.” Her mother winked. “You’ve come into your own, haven’t you? I still miss your long, beautiful hair, and I’ve always thought you look wonderful in dresses, but it’s time I let some of my needs go where you’re concerned. I think she’s good for you.”
“You do?” Alex asked, exhaling a breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding in.
“I do.”
“Did you really talk to all the women I’ve–”
“Every last one you went on a single date with, and a few, I believe, you didn’t go on dates with but did something I’ve only ever done with your father.”
Alex blushed and said, “Oh.”
“Yes, darling. Please tell me that youthful phase is over now that you’ve found Bexley.”
“It wasn’t as bad as you think. Sometimes, they just slept over, but we didn’t do anything.”
“You’re an adult, Alexandria. It’s not my place to tell you whom you can sleep with and whom you can’t. But I can say that if Bexley is your choice for the one you’ll be with forever, I approve. You’ve made a wonderful decision. She’s bright, caring, dedicated, and I can almost forgive that she’s an American.”
Alex laughed at her mother’s joke and said, “Mum?”
“Yes, dear?”
“Did you ever wish that Larry came first? I mean, when things got bad between us years ago, and I told you that you could always remove me from the line, did you ever–”
“Not once,” her mother replied definitively. “I know you’ve always thought your brother outperformed you in things, but–”
“Because he did. Better grades, more skills, married already with two kids, and he even achieved a higher rank in the Navy.”
“Alex, did you ever stop to wonder why he could do all of that?”
“Because he’s–”
“Oh, my love.” Alex’s mother leaned forward, taking her hand. “I may not have understood or entirely supported you being gay at first – and I’ll probably never forgive myself for that – but that had nothing to do with whether I thought you were the right person for the job. I’ve always known it. Your brother had far fewer expectations on his shoulders. He’s never had to worry about his father dying young and him having to become a King. He stayed longer in the Navy because he could, and he had no other real plan for his life anyway. He did better in school because he had more time to dedicate to his studies, but also because he had to study. You never did. You were bored in school, Alex. We wanted to skip you a few years, but you were already so special being a Princess that we didn’t want to make things worse for you. Kids can be cruel. And we thought it was better for you to be bored than to be picked on. You got into Oxford on your own accord, and you were second in your class. Your brother barely got into the University of Edinburgh. While you were doing media training, he was practicing languages and instruments. You, my darling daughter, were never on the same level as him because you were always destined for more.” Her mother paused. “Plus, your brother’s always been a bit of a prat, hasn’t he?”
Alex laughed through her unshed, happy tears.
◆◆◆
 
“How was the party?” Bexley asked, looking tired through Alex’s screen.
“Surprisingly, really good,” Alex replied.
“Yeah?”
Alex filled Bexley in on the conversation with her mother.
“Teresa was there? Your ex?”
“She’s not my ex. And I just told you of the best conversation I’ve ever had with my mother, and that’s what you ask?” Alex laughed.
“She’s a Duchess.”
“You’re my girlfriend,” Alex countered. “She and I went on exactly two mediocre dates, at best.”
“You and I haven’t even been on a date.”
“You don’t count me taking you to my cottage as a date?”
“I miss you.” Bexley changed the subject.
“I miss you, love,” Alex replied.
“Can you get away anytime soon?”
“I have a lot of engagements now that my father is trying to get me ready. Before, he was keen to let me drift around a bit, but…”
“Now that you’ve got yourself a girlfriend, he’s preparing you to take over?”
“As healthy as he is, you never really know, do you? I think he wants to make sure he teaches me everything he can before he goes, whenever that may be.”
“How do you feel about that?”
“Like I’m ready to actually pay attention now. I want to be as ready as I can. I just hope it doesn’t happen for another thirty or forty years. By then, I’ll be so old, I could abdicate or retire, and the next generation could take it from there.”
“Our kids?” Bexley asked.
Alex brightened and said, “Maybe.”
“Maybe?” Bexley laughed.
“Tell me what you’d name our little girl,” Alex requested.
“Oh, I don’t know. All you royals are named after accomplished, amazing previous royals, right?” Bexley said, causing Alex to laugh. “So, maybe we just name her after her mother? She could be another Princess Alexandria.”
Alex swallowed before saying, “Bex…”
“In person, Alex.” Bexley stared at her intently with those blue eyes. “Say it in person.”



CHAPTER 38
“He’s doing great,” Bexley said to Lewis’s parents. “You must be putting the work in at home.”
“We are. We’re also trying to make sure we praise him when he does well.”
“That’s great. You’ll need to keep that up for a while. His teachers seem to be on board as well.”
“Yes. And they’ve given us weekly reports, too,” Lewis’s mother shared.
“That’s great,” Bexley replied.
“Thank you for everything,” the woman told her.
“Of course. I’m happy to help.” Bexley spotted Lewis walking over to them. “Did you get your sticker?”
“Yes… I did.” He’d paused between words, which was something she’d been working with him on. “I got one… for Princess Alex… too.” He held up a sticker that Bexley recognized. “Is she coming… back?”
“I don’t know, Lewis. But I can make sure she gets this and tell her it’s from you.”
“What do you say?” his father asked.
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, buddy.” Bexley rubbed his ash-blonde hair.
Once everyone, including her students, was out of the office, Bexley took a selfie where she wore the Grape Job sticker and sent it to her girlfriend. While she finished up the paperwork for the day, she waited. Then, her phone buzzed.
Alex: Who gave you a Grape Job sticker? Should I be jealous?
Bexley smiled and texted her back.
Bexley Woods: It’s for you, actually. But you’re not here to wear it, so I put it on. Lewis wanted you to have it.
She saw the three bubbles appear and waited.
Alex: Tell him I said hi.
Alex: Also, I miss you like crazy.
Bexley sighed and messaged that she missed her, too. Then, she finished up her paperwork and headed back to the palace. With the term of her agreed-upon sabbatical coming to an end, she didn’t have long in Kleinland, and she’d done what she could with her students. She knew four of them would likely pursue careers in speech pathology while there were three more who might and three who she’d already given the news that they didn’t seem to have their hearts in it after all. That gave her seven students that were still active in the program, and Bexley already had her top two chosen. They had finished with all their patients and were now in the debrief portion of her program, designed to get them to write papers on their experience with their patients, recommend long-term treatment plans, and more. They could do all that on their own, and she could grade those papers from anywhere. All she really needed to do in person was review their performance with each of them and talk through their papers. That gave her an idea.
“Al?”
“Hey,” Alice said as she placed Julia in her crib. “What’s up?”
“Can I talk to you for a minute?”
“Should I go?” Nora asked as she changed Tor.
“No, I just have a question.”
“Okay. Ask away.”
Bexley walked over to see Julia smiling up at her mother as Alice tickled her belly.
“I have maybe two more days of actual in-person work left with the students. You’ll have my reports and full recommendations for the scholarship, and I can grade their final projects from–”
“Go,” Alice said with a smile.
“What?”
“Go see your girlfriend, Bex. I can tell you’ve been basically miserable since you got back here. Go see Alex.”
“I’m not miserable. I love it here.” She looked down at Julia again. “I love spending time with you guys and with these two.”
“I know that. But you’re also in love, and you’re only on this side of the planet for a little bit longer.”
“She’s right,” Nora pointed out. “If it were me, I’d want to be wherever she is.”
“Are you sure?” Bexley asked. “I don’t want you to think I’m abandoning you or my work here.”
“You said it yourself: you’re basically finished. Bex, I love you. And I’ve never seen you this happy with someone. Go. Spend time with her. Enjoy it.”
“Thank you,” Bexley replied, pulling her friend in for a hug.
◆◆◆
 
“Do you know what sucks? I can’t ever really surprise you because you’re a freaking Princess, and security has to tell you when–”
Bexley’s words were cut off when Alex pulled her in for a kiss.
“God, I’ve missed you,” Alex mumbled against Bexley’s lips.
“Let me get inside, then,” Bexley said.
“Yes, please,” Alex joked as she moved backward into the house, pulling Bexley along with her.
Bexley laughed at the unintentional innuendo as she pressed Alex against her counter.
“My bags are still outside,” she said.
“They’ll be all right,” Alex replied, kissing Bexley’s neck.
“I didn’t just come here to do–” she stopped when Alex’s hand slipped beneath her jeans and into her underwear. “At least, let me unbutton them.” Bexley reached down and undid her pants as Alex spun them around, pressing her to the counter now. “I missed your fingers.”
Alex kissed her as she stroked.
“I want them inside,” Bexley continued.
Alex pulled out of the kiss and practically tore at Bexley’s jeans until they were around her ankles with her underwear. Then, Alex moved her fingers back to Bexley’s clit as Bexley spread her legs as much as she could. Alex moved inside next and pressed her palm to Bexley’s clit hard.
“Yes, take what you want,” Bexley encouraged.
Alex grunted against Bexley’s neck as she began to thrust.
“Shirt,” Alex told her.
Bexley pushed Alex away a little and pulled off her shirt. Alex’s free hand lifted the cup of Bexley’s breast and sucked her nipple into her mouth as she continued to thrust hard and deep inside her.
“So close,” Bexley managed out.
“I want you,” Alex said.
“You have me. I’m here,” she replied, holding Alex’s head to her neck now as Alex nibbled on her skin.
“No, in my mouth,” she corrected.
“Fuck me like this first,” Bexley told her.
Alex moved harder and faster. Bexley gripped the counter behind her with both hands and white knuckles.
“Yes! Yes!” She came hard into Alex’s hand before Alex pulled out and promptly turned her around. “What are–”
Alex moved to her knees. Bexley wondered what she was planning to do, but then Alex removed Bexley’s shoes, and Bexley kicked her pants and underwear to the ground. Alex stood back up and entered her from behind. Bexley groaned and lowered herself to the counter to give Alex more access.
“Is this okay?” Alex asked, lowering her body on top of Bexley’s and continuing at a slow pace while she waited for Bexley’s response.
“God, yes,” Bexley uttered. “I told you… Oh. I told you to take what…”
“I wanted?”
“Yes.”
“I’ve dreamed of fucking you this way,” Alex admitted, speeding up her thrusts. “And I’ve dreamed of making you come slowly against this counter, too.”
“Yes.”
“With my tongue licking at your clit.”
“Oh, fuck,” Bexley said.
She hadn’t expected this when she’d called Alex to tell her she was coming to London in order for them to have more time together before she had to leave. She had thought they’d hug, kiss, and exchange “I miss yous” before going upstairs to slowly take care of that ever-pressing need they seemed to have for one another, but there would be time for that later. Right now, Alex was taking Bexley against her very nice counter, and Bexley was about to come.
“You have long fingers,” Bexley said as she tried to catch her breath.
She’d turned around and had her arms around Alex’s neck now.
“You like them?”
“I love them, baby,” Bexley replied.
“I have… other things, too.”
Bexley loved how adorable Alex looked right now, trying to bring up sex toys without actually bringing up sex toys.
“You do, huh?”
“Upstairs,” Alex replied hesitantly. “They’re new.”
“New?” Bexley smirked at her.
“Washed, but new, yes.”
“And you’d like us to use those… other things?”
“Yes,” Alex whispered against Bexley’s lips. “And I still need to get my mouth on you,” she added before kissing those lips.
“What about me? I haven’t gotten to touch you yet, and I flew all the way here.” She gave Alex a puppy-dog expression.
“I’m going to suck on that lip.”
Bexley laughed before she was interrupted by a knock at the door.
“Who’s that?”
“It can only be security; my parents don’t exactly knock. Wait around the corner,” Alex instructed, kissing her forehead.
“Alex, I’m basically naked.”
“I know.” Alex winked at her. “Do not put your clothes back on.”
Bexley rushed around the refrigerator out of sight as Alex opened the door.
“Your Royal Highness, Dr. Wood’s bags are still outside,” the guard said.
“Right. Sorry about that,” Alex replied. “I’ll just get them.”
“We can bring them in for you, Ma’am.”
“No!”
Bexley laughed silently at Alex’s outburst.
“I’m an independent Princess. I can get my girlfriend’s bags.”
That was the first time Alex had used the word girlfriend to describe Bexley to anyone outside of her family.
“Thank you,” Alex added to the guard.
When the door closed, Bexley emerged wearing only her bra and watched Alex place her bags in the living room.
“Hey, babe?” Bexley spoke.
“Yes, sweetheart?”
“Take me upstairs?”
Alex obliged, and minutes later, she was on top of Bexley, slowly bringing her to another orgasm while she ground against Bexley’s thigh. Alex came right after, and Bexley rolled them over.
“How long are you staying?” Alex asked. “Please say forever.”
“I can’t say that just yet, but I want to,” Bexley replied.
“I know.” Alex ran her hands up and down Bexley’s sides.
“Alex?”
“Yes?”
“I love you,” Bexley said.
Alex swallowed, and Bexley watched her expression turn from serious to almost nervous and then serious again.
“I love you,” Alex replied finally.



CHAPTER 39
“I see Bexley’s making herself at home,” Larry noted, pushing some journals around on Alex’s coffee table.
“I had someone pick those up for her,” Alex said as she passed her brother a mug of tea. “She reads a lot, and these are the journals she prefers.”
“You’re happy, aren’t you?”
“I am,” Alex replied. “She’s upstairs, grading papers, and I can’t believe my luck.”
“It wasn’t luck, Alex. You waited for her. You waited for her from the moment you saw her and found out she had a girlfriend. Then, you went to Kleinland to spend time with her and told her how you felt. It’s not luck when you work for it like you did.”
“I suppose,” she replied. “So, what are you doing here? I have a girlfriend upstairs who should be done grading papers soon, if you know what I’m getting at.”
“I just wanted to give you the news first,” Larry said with a smile. “You’re going to be an aunt again.”
“I am?” she asked a lot louder than she’d intended.
“You are. We don’t know if we’re having a girl yet, obviously. We’ll be happy either way, but Margaret seems convinced that you’ll get that niece.”
“That’s amazing, Larry.” Alex pulled her brother in for a hug. “Congratulations.”
“Thank you,” he replied.
“Have you told Mum and Papa?”
“I’m on my way to do that now. I was going to tell them at dinner, but he said you wanted to have dinner alone with him tonight.”
“Not exactly what I said. We’re having drinks before. Then, he, Mum, Bex, and I are going to have dinner.”
“Well, we’ll give them the good news at lunch then.”
“This is amazing, Larry. Do the boys know?”
“Not yet. Once she starts really showing, we’ll tell them.”
“Remember when you told Henry he was getting a little brother or sister? His face was priceless.”
“I remember when we brought Louis home. Henry wasn’t even old enough to hold him in his lap yet, but the look on his face when Margaret showed him Louis was definitely priceless.”
They sat there and laughed.
“What’s going on down here?” Bexley asked as she walked down the stairs.
“Can I tell her?”
“Of course.”
“Larry is going to be a father again,” Alex told her.
“Congratulations,” Bexley said as Larry stood for the embrace. “That’s great news.”
“Thank you. I agree. Now, I have to cut this party short and go tell my parents they’re about to be grandparents again, so I’ll leave you two alone.”
They said their goodbyes at the front door before Alex closed it behind her brother and picked Bexley up off the ground.
“I’m going to be an aunt again,” she said, spinning Bexley around as the woman laughed.
“I’m happy for you, babe, but if you ever expect me to be able to carry a baby, you might want to put me down so my organs remain in the right place.” Bexley continued to laugh even after Alex put her on the floor.
“Sorry, I’m just really happy.”
“Don’t apologize,” Bexley told her, kissing her lips. “And I’m hoping this good mood you’re in will work in my favor.”
“Are you done grading papers? I can definitely arrange favors.” Alex wiggled her eyebrows.
Bexley laughed again and said, “I need to leave for a bit.”
“What? Why?”
“I’m meeting someone.”
“Someone in London? You don’t know anyone in London.”
“Actually, I do. Dr. Trask, whom I met at the Cologne conference, has been working in London for the past fourteen years. We’ve kept in touch a little over the years.”
“And Dr. Trask is…”
“Dr. Trask is a man.” Bexley laughed and rubbed Alex’s chest through her shirt. “Are you not wearing a bra again? Your brother was here, Alex.”
“It’s a black T-shirt,” Alex replied. “And I didn’t put one on after our shower.”
“I love it when you don’t wear a bra,” Bexley admitted. “I can just touch you and…” She moved her hands under Alex’s shirt and cupped her breasts.
“I love when you do that.”
“Yeah?” Bexley squeezed harder.
“When you claim me like that.”
“You want to be claimed by me?” Bexley asked, lifting at Alex’s shirt.
“Yes,” Alex replied, closing her eyes in preparation for Bexley to suck her nipple into her mouth.
Bexley lowered Alex’s shirt instead and replied, “I’ll claim you repeatedly when I get home, but I need to get my stuff and head out for lunch.”
“You’re a tease, Bexley Woods,” Alex stated when she opened her eyes, causing Bexley to laugh.
“I’d take you with me, but… well, you know.”
“What are you meeting this other doctor about?”
“What he’s doing here; his work.”
“Always learning, aren’t you, doctor?” Alex kissed Bexley’s forehead. “You’ll be back by dinner?”
“Of course,” Bexley replied, pressing her lips to Alex’s.
“The car will take you anywhere you want to go, and I’ll ask that a guard remain close by. I don’t believe anyone knows about us yet, but I’d rather be safe than have you accosted in public by the nosy press.”
“Okay,” Bexley said, kissing her again. “I’ll see you later.”
“I love you, even though you’re a tease,” Alex spoke against Bexley’s lips.
“I love you, too. And I’m not a tease – I plan to deliver.” Bexley kissed her. “And deliver.” She kissed her again. “And deliver.”
Alex grunted.
◆◆◆
 
“So, you never have a drink with your father,” he said.
“You rarely drink,” Alex replied as they sat down in her parents’ private sitting room.
“One a day is my limit, so if I’m not having wine with dinner because I’m enjoying a brandy with my daughter, I’m all right with that.” He winked at her.
“Is Mother upset she’s not here?” Alex asked.
“Your mother is talking to Maggie about colors to paint the nursery, so I think she’s doing just fine.”
“That’s right – they thought they were done, so they made Louis’s old nursery a craft room.”
“Your mother is thinking purple for a girl. It’s a royal color with femininity if the right shade,” he said, taking a sip of his drink. “So, Alex, what are we doing here?”
Alex took a deep breath and said, “Well, I think it’s time we had that talk.”
“About the birds and the bees? I thought you knew how all that worked. Besides, being a lesbian means–”
“No. I don’t need to talk about sex. I’m good there.”
“Well, confident, are we?” he joked.
“Oh, my God!”
“What? It’s an important part of every relationship.”
“Okay… This is not what I came here to talk about,” she replied.
“Well, spit it out, then, Alex. Dinner is waiting for us.”
“I want to marry Bexley,” she said quickly.
Her father leaned forward and placed his glass on the table.
“So, this is a permission conversation?”
“Not exactly. We’re still brand new, so I’m not going to ask her tomorrow, but I do know that she’s the one I intend to marry. I want to be free to propose to her when the moment strikes. I know you said this permission thing is outdated and traditional, but I’m going to talk to her grandmother when I see her next and ask her permission as well. I know it’s silly. Bexley’s not anyone’s property, and she can answer for herself, but–”
“You’re a traditional girl,” he said.
“Yes.”
“So, you’re asking me for my permission as King to one day ask Bexley to be your wife?”
“Yes,” she repeated.
“You know there are many steps before you get there.”
“Yes. But if we are sitting at home one night and I just have to ask her, I want to be able to do that. If we’re at a baseball game or gardening out back, and I look at her and think, “That’s the mother of my children right there,” I want to be able to get down on one knee, tell her how much I love her, and ask her to be my wife.”
Her father squinted at her and asked, “And do you feel you’re prepared to be her partner?”
“I don’t know. All I can do is try to be the best person I’m able to be for her. She makes me feel like I can truly be myself for the first time, and I know I’ll support her in anything she does. She’d make an amazing Queen Consort.”
He nodded and said, “Well, as your King, I approve.”
“And as my father?” Alex asked, swallowing hard.
“I have taken the liberty of asking the jeweler to provide you with some options.”
“What?”
“For rings, dear. He’ll have several for you to look at soon so that you can get an idea of what you… well, what Bexley might like.”
“You’ve asked the jeweler–”
“Your mother and I talk, Alex. We know how much you love her. It was only a matter of time before you told us about your plans. We both approve, and you can choose a ring whenever you’re ready.”
◆◆◆
 
“You look beautiful,” Alex said, kissing Bexley on the cheek.
“I’m a few minutes late, but I didn’t have anything nice to wear for dinner, so I stopped at a shop and found this.”
“You look amazing,” she reiterated, leaning back in and kissing Bexley on the temple.
Bexley had bought herself a red dress that looked sexy but formal at the same time, and she’d paired it with some black-and-red short heels. She looked perfect, in Alex’s opinion, and Alex wanted nothing more than to finish this dinner quickly so that they could go back to her house and she could take it off of Bexley.
“So, Bexley, you had a meeting this afternoon, I understand?” Alex’s mom asked.
Alex placed her hand on the small of Bexley’s back, ushered her to the table, and pulled out the chair for her after motioning to the attendant that she’d take care of it.
“I did. It was with a doctor friend of mine.”
“Ah. So, just catching up?”
“No,” Bexley replied. She then waited for Alex to push her chair in and said, “Thank you.”
Alex winked at her and sat down next to her.
“I wanted to talk to him about what I did in Kleinland and see if there’s something to be accomplished here.”
“You did?” Alex asked, surprised.
“It was one meeting, but I think we could emulate the program, and I could be a part of it here one day,” Bexley replied. “I’ve never been able to decide on research or clinical practice – I love them both. And I think I can do that here, but like I said, it was only one meeting.”
Alex looked over at her father, who lifted his water glass in her direction and gave her a fatherly wink.



CHAPTER 40
Bexley watched as Alice and Nora sat the twins in their playpen in the middle of Alex’s house. It was a strange sight but one she also found comforting. Her best friend and her wife were in London for a visit with the King and a few other foreign dignitaries. Since they’d be busy, Bexley and Alex had offered to watch the kids for them. On top of that, Lawrence and Margaret had been asked to go to Australia on behalf of the family to award an activist with a medal for service to the Commonwealth, and Alex had volunteered to watch the boys for the day, giving them a full house.
“So, Larry and Margaret will be back tomorrow?” Alice asked.
“Yes. The nanny has had them for the past few days, but Alex said we’d give her the day off and take care of the boys until this evening,” Bexley replied.
“So, the two of you are going to handle my kids plus two little boys?” Alice checked, sitting next to Bexley on Alex’s sofa.
“There’s two of us. And yours aren’t even walking yet.”
“They do, however, cry,” Alice said.
“They’ve been good lately,” Nora added, sitting on Alice’s other side.
“So, they’re likely about to blow?” Alex asked, walking downstairs.
“It’s possible. But they’re fed and should nap for a while. They sleep a lot when we travel,” Nora explained.
“That’s good news because Henry and Louis are on their way,” Alex replied, walking over to Bexley. She then leaned down, kissed Bexley on the top of her head, and asked, “Are you sure about this? I can ask the nanny to keep them, after all.”
“You love your nephews,” Bexley said, looking up at her. “It’s a warm day. Maybe you could take them outside, let them scream and run out all their energy, and they’ll pass out before dinner.”
“We can hope,” Alex offered in response and then turned to Alice and Nora. “So, you two are meeting with Father today?”
“Among others,” Alice said. “We want to entertain the idea of hosting a whole monarchies-of-the-world meeting of the minds in Kleinland.”
“Meeting of the minds?” Alex asked, sitting on the armrest of the sofa next to Bexley, who leaned into her.
“Monarchies are a dying breed, but they do serve their purposes. Every country that has one does things a little differently, so we thought that if we all got together, we might be able to borrow ideas from each another and work to improve perceptions and help more people,” Alice explained. “It was Nora’s idea.” She smiled proudly.
“It’s what we do in the military. We meet with ally countries to work together on strategies for battle, but also strategies to help people in times of crisis.”
“It’s a good idea,” Alex replied. “You’re hoping Kleinland gets to be the home base for operations?”
“That’s the plan. We know we don’t exactly have the best reputation, but things have been quiet since before Alice and I got married. The violent opposition is either in prison or dead, and while a few of the former President’s supporters are still floating around, they’ve stayed out of the way.”
“I think they know their time is over,” Alice offered.
“Shouldn’t you be there?” Bexley asked, looking up at Alex.
“In Kleinland?”
“Well, yeah. But I meant the meeting today.”
“It’s just a sovereign thing,” Alex replied. “But I’m hoping I’ll get an invite to the real party in Kleinland, being that I will be the one to carry one particular monarchy into the future.”
“You’ll get an invite. The plan is to invite all current sovereigns and their heirs,” Nora explained.
There was a knock at the door.
“That will be my nephews and their undoubtedly exhausted nanny,” Alex said, standing up.
“We should get going. Are you sure?” Alice asked Bexley.
“They’re already asleep,” Bexley said, pointing at the playpen where the twins had already passed out.
“Maybe I should take the boys out in the yard right away so that they can stay that way,” Alex offered.
◆◆◆
 
Four hours later, the twins were screaming for no reason in particular. Henry was pouting on the sofa because he had his tablet taken away for threatening to hit his brother with it, and Louis was walking around in only his underwear, asking if he could just go outside and play.
“You have to put on clothes,” Alex told him.
“I don’t want to. I want to go outside.”
“You’d freeze,” Alex replied.
“No, I won’t. I don’t get cold,” he argued.
“I want my tablet,” Henry said.
“You’re in timeout,” Alex replied.
Bexley sat on the sofa next to Henry. She had a crying Julia on her hip while Tor was screaming in his playpen, lying on his back.
“I think we’re doing this wrong,” Bexley said.
“Nope. This is it,” Alex replied. “Louis, put on your pants.” She waved a pair of green pants in Louis’ direction.
“I don’t want to!” he shouted back.
“Louis,” Bexley began calmly while Julia cried near her ear. “Honey, can you please put on your pants for me? If you do, we can go outside.”
“Can I go outside?” Henry asked.
“Can you promise not to hit your brother or tell him you’re going to hit him?”
“Yes,” he said, wiping his tired eyes.
“Louis, if you put on your pants, a shirt, and your jacket, you can go outside with your brother. Aunt Alex will play hide and seek with you.”
“She will?” Alex asked.
“Yes, she will.” Bexley gave her a glare. “I need to get the twins calmed down, but I can’t if these two are in here running around.” She rubbed Henry’s head.
“Shoes, too,” Alex added.
“No shoes,” Louis replied.
“Shoes and socks,” Bexley insisted, looking at Louis.
“Aunt Bexley, I don’t like socks,” he said.
It wasn’t the first time he’d called her Aunt Bexley that day, but every time he did, Alex looked at her as if this might be the thing to scare Bexley off.
“Will you please put on your shoes and socks for your Aunt Alex? When you’re done playing, you can come inside, and I’ll make you a hot cocoa.”
“You want to give them sugar?” Alex asked, causing Bexley to laugh.
Minutes later, Bexley was lying down on the sofa with Tor sleeping on her chest. Julia was asleep in the playpen, and Alex was outside with the boys. An hour after that, they had hot cocoa, and thankfully, before the sugar could sink in, the nanny returned from her day off to take them home to bathe them and put them to sleep. After that, Alex and Bexley took the twins upstairs, needing to lie down themselves. They placed the kids between them on the bed and rubbed their little bellies as they cooed.
“So, four is a lot,” Bexley stated. After Alex laughed and nodded in response, Bexley added, “I’m thinking you’re getting one, and we’ll see how that goes.”
Alex sobered and said, “I like when you do that.”
“Do what?”
“Talk about those things like they’re inevitable,” Alex replied.
“I love you,” Bexley said, shrugging.
“Bex, are you sure? You haven’t been exposed to it all yet.”
“Am I sure that I love you?”
“No, are you sure you want everything I come with? It’s not just this. I know what I said in Wales; we will have these moments. But whether we confirm our relationship right away or someone figures it out and the gossip starts, soon the cameras will be everywhere. That won’t ever stop. If I’m lucky enough and you agree to marry me one day, they’ll get worse. Your ex-girlfriends will come out of the woodwork, probably, because they’ll be offered a lot of money for stories about you. Maybe you made a comment ten years ago that you don’t understand why the world still has monarchies or that you don’t like British food.” Alex smiled lovingly at Julia, who pulled on her finger. “People will say bad things about you. They’ll wonder why I can’t find someone British or someone from the aristocracy to love. ‘Why can’t the Princess just marry a Brit?’ That’ll be on the front page of newspapers. Our wedding day will be a worldwide event. After that, the baby watch starts. People are going to wonder how we’ll do it, who the father is since we can’t just do it the old-fashioned way, and they’ll want proof that the baby is biologically mine. It’s awful, but it’ll happen. If we’re blessed with a child, the cameras will get worse again. When they go to school for the first time, when they do something silly or scowl at one of us, a camera will be there to capture the moment. It will always be this way. One day, when my father passes, I’ll be Queen, and our child will have the same pressure I’ve had on my shoulders since my grandfather died thrust upon them. The day they become King or Queen will be the day I die. It–”
“Don’t talk about that,” Bexley said seriously. “Don’t.”
“Sweetheart, it’s how this all works.”
“Doesn’t matter. I don’t want to talk about that,” Bexley told her, looking toward the ceiling.
“I love you,” Alex said. “From the first moment I laid my eyes on your beautiful blue ones, I knew you were the one for me. I waited, Bex. I hoped, never thinking it would actually happen. Now, you’re here, and we’re talking about a future together. As much as it would kill me if you said no, I also can’t be selfish. You’ll be going back home soon, and if we don’t tell people about us yet, you’ll be able to stay anonymous and return to your normal life. There’s a chance you’ll rethink all of this; that you might want that anonymity, which just isn’t something I can give you, even though I would give you the world if I could.”
“Alex,” Bexley uttered her name. “Baby, I love you. I know I haven’t been in this as long as you have, but when we started spending time together, I wasn’t thinking of my life back home. I wasn’t thinking about Holly or the center or even my grandma, which makes me a bad person.” She shook her head. “I was thinking about you all the time. I didn’t think you…” Bexley swallowed. “You were a Princess, and I was just me.”
“I still remember when you tugged on my shirt, Bex.”
“What?” Bexley asked.
“When the babies were born,” Alex explained, looking down at the twins between them. “You got spit up on, and we went running out of the room because of the baby diarrhea. You were behind me, and you–”
“Pulled on your shirt,” Bexley recalled, laughing softly. “I remember.”
“You grazed my skin a little, and I got goosebumps all over.”
“You did not,” Bexley said.
Alex nodded and said, “Yes, I did. Bex, I’ve practically stalked you online since the moment we met. I’ve watched your Cologne speech at least three times. There’s this moment about six minutes in where you tuck your hair behind your ear, and I always wanted to reach out and do that for you.”
Bexley smiled and pulled a little of her hair, placing it in front of her ear.
“Now’s your chance,” she said.
Alex removed her finger from the baby’s grasp and moved the hair gently behind Bexley’s ear.
“Grape job,” Bexley teased.
Alex moved enough to kiss Bexley on the forehead before she moved back into place so as not to move the babies.
“Bex, are you sure?” she checked again a moment later.
“I want you to always be the one who tucks my hair behind my ear,” Bexley replied, hoping that summed up her feelings.



CHAPTER 41
“I don’t want you there without me when this goes public,” Alex told her. “We need to be together.”
“Babe, I’m in Kansas. You’re in London. People are already talking,” Bexley replied.
“We don’t have to confirm anything until you’re back here for your visit,” Alex countered.
“That’s not until next month,” Bexley replied. “Babe, reporters have started showing up outside my house. Three of them were out there this morning. I left out the back door and went to my grandma’s house. It’s for sale, so I don’t think they know about it yet.”
Alex still didn’t know how news of their relationship had broken, but two months after Bexley had returned to Kansas, there had been the whiff of a story in a tabloid that Alex was off the market. That had been picked up by a reputable paper with an unnamed source. For all Alex knew, it was someone who’d overheard her talking to Teresa or her mother at a party. Teresa had sworn it wasn’t her, and Alex believed her. Teresa had no reason to be the source. It would only hurt her in the eyes of the family and get her uninvited from every event, among other things. Alex had hated that she was in London while Bexley was dealing with this alone, so she’d hopped on the plane.
“I know,” Alex said.
“Know what?”
“I asked security where you were since you weren’t at home or at work.”
“Alex, I’m okay. They’re keeping me safe.”
“I know. Can you open the door, though, sweetheart? It’s only a matter of time before a news van drives past and sees me.”
“You’re here?!” Bexley said in a high-pitched tone.
“Open the door, love.”
The door opened a second later, and Bexley’s arms were around her neck in an instant. Alex picked her up off the ground, carrying Bexley back inside the house.
“Stay outside,” she told her security.
“Ma’am, we should–”
“Outside,” she repeated. “Make sure they don’t gather out there if they find us here.”
“Baby,” Bexley murmured, kissing Alex all over her face. “What are you doing here?”
Alex put Bexley back on her feet and kissed her lips quickly.
“If we confirm this, Bex, we’ll need to go.”
“Go go?” Bexley asked.
“I can’t just leave you here. They won’t leave you alone. We don’t have to confirm. We can let people think what they want, but… I don’t know. I hate being at home without you. I hate that we only get to see one another once a month if we’re lucky.”
“I know,” Bexley said. “I hate it, too.”
“It’s not how I pictured asking you to move in with me officially, but–”
“I have an offer on my house,” Bexley interrupted.
“What?” Alex asked.
“Technically, I haven’t put it up for sale yet, but I have a friend at the center who was looking for a place. This house is only a one-bedroom,” Bexley said of her grandmother’s former house. “And she needed a two-bedroom, so I mentioned that I might be putting my place on the market soon.”
“You did, did you?”
Bexley smiled and said, “I wasn’t planning on doing it this soon, but she and her husband made an offer. I already called an agent, and we’re working through the details. I thought I could sell to them and just move in here for a while, since this place has been a harder sell, but…”
“But?” Alex asked, hopeful.
“The center said I could work remotely until they decide to keep me on or find my replacement,” Bexley shared.
“Really?”
“And the apartment my grandmother owns – I was going to sell that for her, too, but Stan said he’d lease it from us instead.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. He has all these ideas to diversify beyond bars.”
“Bex, I’m going to ask you something now.”
Bexley kissed her on the lips and said, “No, I’m going to ask you something now.” She paused as Alex laughed. “Alex, can I please move in with you?”
“I can have the plane refueled and ready to leave by the time we get to the airport,” Alex assured.
“Not so fast,” Bexley replied.
“I know. I know.” Alex sighed.
“She won’t come with us,” Bexley said.
“You talked to her?”
“After your last visit,” Bexley explained. “She says she likes where she is now. She’s made friends and has activities. She also insists that Stan visiting a couple of times a week and my brothers coming home when they can is enough. She doesn’t want to move.”
“So, what do we do? Do I tell the palace not to confirm, and we hope the press goes away? We wait for you to move in until…”
“She’s also insisting I go,” Bexley added.
“She’s telling you to go?”
“She doesn’t want me to stay here just for her,” Bexley replied. “I told her I love my job and my hometown, but she said something that’s very true.”
“What?” Alex rubbed Bexley’s back.
“That I left my heart in London,” Bexley said. “Although now, it’s standing right in front of me.”
Alex leaned down and kissed her.
“Are you sure we can’t convince her to come with us? I can have the guest room ready for her by the time we get back. I already have nurses ready.”
“You are incredibly sweet,” Bexley replied, untucking Alex’s shirt. “We can try again, but I don’t think she’ll agree. She’s the backgammon champion. She plans to repeat next year.”
Alex laughed and said, “Well, how can I ever compete with that?”
“There weren’t any reporters out there?” Bexley asked, unbuttoning Alex’s shirt now.
“No, just security. They’ve fanned out so as not to draw attention.” Alex looked down at Bexley’s hands as they undid her top button last. “Bex…”
“What? It’s been over a month,” Bexley replied.
“We can get on the plane whenever you’re ready.”
“I have stuff to take care of before I leave, babe,” Bexley told her. “But there are reporters at my place, and we’re already here.” She shoved Alex’s suit jacket off her shoulders.
“There’s not even furniture here,” Alex noted, looking around at the empty house.
“I know.” Bexley’s hands ran up and down her chest and stomach, parting her shirt as she went.
“Bex…” Alex closed her eyes.
“I was only going to stay until I could get Stan’s truck over here later. We were going to try to get some of my stuff out of the backdoor of my place and bring it over here little by little.” Bexley kissed Alex’s collarbone, lowering her lips to between Alex’s breasts. “I’ve missed you,” she added.
“We’re leaving this house with rug burns, aren’t we?” Alex asked as Bexley reached for the button of her slacks.
“Definitely,” Bexley confirmed, sliding her hand inside them and cupping Alex.
“Fuck,” Alex said, closing her eyes at the unexpected touch.
“My turn to take what I want,” Bexley replied.
◆◆◆
 
“So, you’re just leaving?” Stan asked.
“Not just,” Bexley said, taking Alex’s hand. “She’s staying for a few days. Then, we’ll fly back together.”
“What about the reporters?”
“There will be an official statement out tomorrow,” Alex said. “That will give us time to pack up Bexley’s stuff, and we’ll move into a hotel outside of town that security is confident we’ll be safe at.”
“You’re really going?” Stan asked, clearly looking disappointed. “I mean, I knew you’d move there eventually. I just thought we’d have more time.”
“I’ll be back. Grandma won’t come with me. So, I’ll come back as much as I can.”
“I know, but it won’t be the same.” Stan shrugged. “Both of my best friends are gone now.”
“Hey, I’m still here,” Bexley replied.
“For, like, three more days,” he argued.
“Stan, you’re more than welcome to stay with us anytime,” Alex offered. “We can even make a schedule if you’d like.”
“I have a growing empire to run, so I can’t just get away all the time, but we’ll see,” he said, winking. “I thought you’d be here until at least she put a ring on it.”
Alex cleared her throat.
“You okay there?” Bexley asked, laughing as she rubbed Alex’s back. “We thought we’d have more time before people started finding out, but while that’s the reason we’re leaving in a few days, it’s not the reason I want to be there as soon as I can.” She turned to Alex with a smile. “I miss her when I’m not with her.”
“You don’t have any gay men you know back home who might be interested in an American, do you?” Stan asked Alex.
“I know a lot of gay men. Some of them have wives, though,” she teased.
“I’m not picky,” he replied.
Bexley laughed. Alex looked at her and couldn’t believe this was actually happening. Bexley was moving to London. There would be no more weekend secret visits to Kansas for Alex or to London for Bexley. They wouldn’t have to try to squeeze everything they wanted to do into two or three days anymore.
“What?” Bexley asked, looking back at her.
“Nothing,” Alex replied.
“She was probably just thinking about you naked. It’s been like a month, right?” Stan joked.
“Actually, it’s been like an hour,” Bexley countered.
“Oh, Bex… In Grandma’s house?” Stan said, laughing.
Alex had to laugh at that one as well.
◆◆◆
 
They’d met Stan at his bar before it opened. While there were reporters in town, they hadn’t caught on to Stan and Bexley’s friendship, so they’d had the place to themselves for a bit before they’d gone to visit Bexley’s grandma. They’d tried one more time to convince her to move with Bexley, but the old woman had stuck to her guns. She had backgammon to play and the possibility of a new boyfriend on the horizon after she’d defeated him in the championship match. Alex had decided to throw down her own backgammon skills, and they’d played together while Bexley made them dinner in the woman’s apartment.
◆◆◆
 
The next morning, when they woke up in the comfort of their warm hotel bed, Bexley started them a shower. They stayed there until the water went cold and laughed about how their fingers had turned into raisins.
By the time they emerged, though, it was done – the official statement had been released by the palace.
“Wow,” Bexley said softly after they read it together on Alex’s phone. “That’s a nice picture of us.”
Alex smiled at it. She’d chosen it herself. They’d only taken a few pictures together, and most were informal, but on Bexley’s previous visit to London, Alex’s mother had insisted they take formal photos for the announcement. It was about the best way Alex could think of that her mother could demonstrate that she truly approved of Bexley.
“You look beautiful,” Alex told her.
“And you look hot in that suit.”
“My mother would disagree,” Alex replied, laughing.
“Yeah, she’s wrong. Also, I don’t care.” Bexley straddled Alex’s hips. “I’m the one who gets to decide how hot you look now.”
Alex laughed still and dropped her phone, gripping Bexley’s hips.
“And how hot do I look now, love?”
“Well, you’re always hot when you’re naked,” Bexley said, leaning down to kiss her on the lips. “I love you.”
“I love you,” Alex replied. “And there’s still technically a chance you could back out of this. We can always tell the world someone made a huge mistake and misprinted–”
“Nope,” Bexley interrupted. “You’re stuck with me now, Princess.”



EPILOGUE
“How many medals can one wear on their chest?” Alex whispered.
“A lot, apparently,” Bexley whispered back. “You don’t have that many medals on your uniform.”
“I wasn’t a colonel,” she said, entwining her fingers through Bexley’s as they sat in the audience.
Nora was being promoted from lieutenant colonel to colonel largely because of the work she’d done for Kleinland in recent months. In doing so, she became the fastest person in the country to go from lieutenant colonel to colonel. Alex looked over at her friend, Alice, who was beaming up at her wife. Their now two-year-old twins would have been a distraction, so they’d been left with the nanny for the day.
“I can’t believe how they’ve managed to make it all work,” Bexley whispered as the four-star general changed Nora’s silver oak leaves to the eagle.
“She could retire a general one day,” Alex pointed out. “She’s amazing. She’s a Queen and a colonel in the Kleinland Royal Guard Service. I’m barely hanging on as a Princess now that my father is trying to give me more and more to do.”
“You are doing great,” Bexley told her.
But Bexley was the one who was really doing great. Since moving in with Alex, she’d met with Dr. Trask again and managed to create a job for herself in London. She was able to conduct research, see patients, and make the difference she’d always wanted to make on a grander scale. Alex was so proud of her and wasn’t sure how she’d managed to deserve a woman as amazing as her girlfriend.
◆◆◆
 
“So, we were thinking of heading to the springs,” Elizabeth said at the party later. “Would any of you care to join us there in a couple weeks?”
“We might,” Elin, the Queen of Norway, replied, turning to her wife, Ingrid. “What do you think?”
“We’d have to check our calendars, but we should be able to make it work.”
“You should bring your sister and her husband,” Palmer, Elizabeth’s wife, suggested. “I remember she loves the hot springs.”
“They are presently occupied with her new restaurant,” Ingrid replied. “It opens soon, so I doubt she’ll want to get away.”
“If she’s ever going to get away, it should be now,” Alex reasoned. “Once it’s open, she’ll be there all the time, right? She should take advantage of the time off while she can.”
“I wish she saw it that way,” Ingrid replied, laughing. “But she’s stubborn.”
Elin leaned into her wife’s body and said, “I think it’s genetic.”
“Hey!” Ingrid exclaimed.
“Congrats, Nora,” Palmer said when Alice and Nora walked over, with Nora dressed in full uniform and Alice in a formal dress.
“Thank you,” she replied.
“She deserves it,” Alice said.
“Well, I suppose we should tell you all the news now,” Nora replied, taking Alice’s hand. “I’ll be formally retiring from the Royal Guard Service at the end of this year.”
“What?” Alex asked. “You just got your promotion,” she added, placing her hand on the small of Bexley’s back just because she could.
“I know. That’s always been the plan,” Nora replied. “I wanted to retire a colonel. That was my dream. I’ll stay on until the end of the year, and then that’ll be it.”
“Tell them why, babe,” Alice encouraged, resting her head on Nora’s shoulder.
“Well, Alice and I are…”
“No…” Bexley cupped her mouth.
“We wanted one more,” Alice revealed, smiling. “I’m three months along. That’s why this dress isn’t form-fitting – I’m starting to show.”
“You’re pregnant?” Alex asked.
“I thought you two said you were done,” Bexley added.
“We were, but we changed our minds.” Alice shrugged. “And no, we’re pretty sure it’s not twins this time.”
“Triplets?” Palmer joked.
“No, just the one,” Nora replied. “I love the military, but I love my family more. I work late so often, and there’s travel without Alice and the kids. I’m just ready to be with them and work alongside my wife. I want to spend more time with Tor and Julia. They’re only going to be this little once. I’ll still be involved in things, but differently.”
“That’s great, Nora,” Alex said. “Congratulations, you two.”
“Thank you,” Nora replied.
“Do you know what you’re having yet?” Bexley asked, hugging Alice.
“No, we don’t even know if we’re going to find out this time. Last time, with the twins, things were different. Now, we think we might wait. I’m also older now, so we need to be extra careful. Nora was the crazed supportive partner last time, so I can’t imagine how she’s going to be this time now that it’s been a few years.”
Nora just nodded and gave a shrug that told Alex she planned to ensure her wife was taken care of and kept safe and comfortable during her pregnancy.
“You okay?” Bexley checked.
“Yes. Why?” Alex asked.
“I don’t know. You just looked a little sad,” she replied, cupping Alex’s cheek.
“No, I’m happy for them.”
And she was. She was so happy for her friends and their family. She just wanted one of her own. As she watched her friends all congratulate the couple on Nora’s promotion and their new addition, she thought about how she’d felt holding her nephews and niece in her arms. She was ready now. She’d been ready for a while, in fact, but for them to take that step, they had to take another one first. Archaic as it was, they had to be married before they could have a child together.
Bexley had taken a lot of time to adjust to life in the UK but also to the press and the daily invasion of their private lives. She’d handled it so well, but it had still taken her time to get used to it. They’d spent many a weekend in Wales for a while there, just trying to get away from it all. Alex had taken her to Balmoral with the family, which in the world’s eyes, cemented Bexley as the likely fiancée people had been waiting for Alex to find. Alex had wanted to ask Bexley many times, but Bexley’s work was important to her, and the woman spent a lot of days working in the office and a lot of evenings working at home. Alex hadn’t ever found the right time.
As she watched her friends celebrate, though, Alex knew she was being ridiculous. There would never be a right or perfect time for her to ask the woman she loved to be her wife. Bexley already was her wife in everything but that piece of paper and royal ceremony. It was time they made it official.
◆◆◆
 
“So, you’re about to be Aunt Alex again,” Alice said to her later when they were standing alone at the party.
“I can’t wait,” she replied with a smile.
“Alex, what’s going on?”
“What do you mean?”
“I know you’re happy for us, but something’s up.”
“Nothing’s up.”
“Liar,” Alice said, chuckling. “Come on. You can tell me. I won’t tell Bex, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“I just… I want… And I don’t know…”
“Oh,” Alice spoke with a knowing smile. “Really? You’re still worried about that?”
“About what?”
“She’s going to say yes, Alex.”
“I know. I mean, I think I know.”
“What’s holding you back?”
“Nothing.”
“Alex, she loves you. She moved to another country for you.”
“I know. I just… When we get engaged, there’s a ticking clock on her career. She loves what she does. It makes her so happy.”
“She can technically still do some of what she’s doing now even when you’re married.”
“Not the same way. And – I don’t know – I suppose I’ve been waiting because I want her to have as much time as possible to do what she loves in the way that she loves.”
“Alex, Bexley knew what she was signing up for. Give her more credit than that.”
“It’s more about me than her. I give her all the credit in the world. It’s that I know what I’m asking of her, and…”
“What are you two talking about?” Palmer asked, sidling up next to Alex.
“Perfect person; perfect timing,” Alice said. “When you met Elizabeth, did you regret having to give up your career in journalism to be her Consort?”
“What? No,” Palmer replied. “Oh,” she added, looking at Alex. “I swear, every time one of you finds someone you love, I get all the questions.” She laughed. “Bexley?”
“She loves her job,” Alex stated.
“And she loves you,” Palmer replied. “You’re not asking her to give up the work, just the paycheck. That’s how it works.”
“She donates her money anyway,” Alex said. “Ever since she moved here. She doesn’t need it anymore. And with her grandmother passing in April, she didn’t need to support her, either. So, she doesn’t even bring home a paycheck.”
“Then, what are you worried about?” Palmer asked, smacking her lightly on the shoulder. “Ask the girl already.”
“Ask who what?” Elizabeth asked.
“We’ve got another nervous royal here, who wants to ask the non-royal to be her wife,” Palmer explained, wrapping an arm around Elizabeth’s waist. “I’ve had over fifteen years with this woman now.” She looked at her wife starry-eyed. “We have two children together, and I love working with charities and writing whenever I want. I have absolutely zero regrets.”
“Well, that’s good to know,” Elizabeth replied, smiling at Palmer. “Bexley?” she checked.
“What about me?” Bexley asked, joining the group. “Hey, babe, do you think we could go to the springs in a couple of weeks? Can you check the calendar?”
“Of course,” Alex replied, taking Bexley’s hand. “Need to get away from everything?”
“No, I just think it will be fun,” Bexley replied. “It’ll probably be the last time Nora lets Alice do anything fun until after the baby is born.”
Alice laughed and said, “You’re probably right. Where is she, by the way?”
“It’s her party. She’s probably mingling,” Bexley said.
“I’m going to go find my wife and mingle with her,” Alice said. “Alex?”
“Yes?”
Alice didn’t say anything, though. She just moved her eyes from Alex to Bexley and then back to Alex.
“What’s up?” Bexley asked.
“Nothing,” Alex said, kissing her temple. “I love you.”
“I know. I love you, too.”
◆◆◆
 
“So, if I move meetings on that Friday, we can leave Friday morning or even Thursday night if you can get away.”
“I’ll pull up my calendar now,” Alex said, pulling her phone out of her pocket.
They’d said goodbye to everyone that morning and hopped the plane back to London shortly after. Bexley already missed her friends and was excited about possibly being able to see them all in St. Rais in a couple of weeks.
“I have a meeting with my father and the Prime Minister Thursday afternoon, but I can move my Friday to Monday,” Alex told her.
“Yeah?”
“Have things been too busy recently?” Alex checked. “I know my mother has asked a lot of you recently. You’ve been to hospitals to visit kids, you’ve done interviews, and you’ve also had work.”
“I know things have been hectic, but I’m fine,” Bexley assured her. “Is there something you’re not telling me, Alex? Are you worried about me?” She swallowed. “Are you… unhappy with how much I’ve been–”
“No,” Alex interrupted. “I am anything but unhappy, sweetheart.”
“I had to stay late a few times. I know you planned to cook dinner, and I was late.”
“Bex, it’s one dinner.” Alex chuckled and took Bexley’s hand. “Love, I’m very happy. I am incredibly proud of you and what you do.”
“I know it was rough in the beginning, but I think I’m doing better with it all. I did my first solo interview a few weeks ago, and everyone said it was good.”
“It was great,” Alex told her. “You did a grape job.” She winked at Bexley. “And I just want to make sure you’re happy. It’s all that matters to me.”
“I am very happy,” Bexley replied. “I have a grape girlfriend.” She smiled at Alex.
Alex laughed before asking, “Do you want a grape fiancée?”
Bexley’s smile fell as she stared into Alex’s intense eyes.
“Alex…”
“I love you, Bex. And I never want you to feel like you’ve had to give up everything for me, but I know that your life will change even more when–”
“That’s why you haven’t asked me yet?”
“What do you mean yet?”
“Alex, I’ve been waiting for you to ask me since after I moved to London. I couldn’t ask you because you’re a Princess.”
“You would have asked me?”
“I have your ring in my sock drawer. You don’t have to wear it, but I wanted you to have one,” Bexley replied.
“Wait. What? You have a ring for me?”
“Yes. Your mother helped me pick it out for you last year.”
“My mother helped you pick out an engagement ring for me?”
Bexley laughed and said, “I don’t know why you’re so surprised – she’s wanted you to get married forever.”
“This is not how this was supposed to happen,” Alex said, shaking her head.
“What are you talking about?”
“Bexley, we’re talking about rings, and we’re on the plane. I’m supposed to be on my knees, asking you to spend the rest of your life with me because you’re the only one I want to spend mine with. There should be candles and soft music. I wanted to ask you to dance.”
Bexley smiled wide and said, “I’d like all that when we get home, but if you’re on your knees, you don’t have to ask me anything.” She leaned over and whispered, “You can just take what you want.”
“Bex!” Alex blushed.
Bexley laughed and said, “Okay. I’m sorry.”
“Just…” Alex stood up. “Can you give me a minute?”
“Alex, what–”
Bexley watched as Alex walked down the short aisle of the private plane, disappearing into the galley, and she started breathing hard. Her heart was racing. She’d done something wrong. Alex was trying to be romantic as they talked about getting engaged, and Bexley was making jokes.
“What the hell is wrong with me?” she muttered to herself.
She closed her eyes tightly, trying to hold back tears because she might have just messed up one of the most important moments in her life.
“Bex?” Alex asked softly.
Bexley opened her eyes and saw Alex standing there, holding something.
“I asked the pastry chef at the palace to make this for you when we were in Kleinland,” Alex told her. “I was going to give it to you when we got home. I remember how much you loved her desserts.” Alex placed a plate with a slice of cheesecake with strawberries swirled inside and a single fresh one on top.
“You went to get me cheesecake?” Bexley asked.
“I love you,” Alex said, kneeling on the floor of the plane. “And I’ve been worried that when we get engaged, you’d have to make more changes you might not want to make.”
“Babe, I’m not worried. I will still have my work. It’s just going to look a little different.”
“And you’re okay with that?”
“I get you,” Bexley said simply. “And I get to help people on a grander scale. Yes, I’m okay with that.”
Bexley then watched as Alex pulled out a small box from her pocket and opened it.
“I got this for you before you moved to London. It’s always been you for me, Bexley Woods.”
Bexley’s unshed, worried tears from before became happy tears falling to her cheeks.
“Yes,” she said.
When Alex pulled the ring out of the box, Bexley held out her hand. Alex then slid it on her ring finger and kissed it.
“Oh, shit…” Bexley covered her open mouth with her hand. “I promised Stan he could be the best man at my wedding when we were, like, sixteen.”
“Well, that should be interesting,” Alex replied, moving into the seat next to Bexley and pulling her in for a long, slow kiss.
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